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This article describes an application of ethnographically-in-
formed approaches to discourse analysis that attempts to
bring about change in EFL classroom practice. The project
was conducted by a teacher-researcher at a Japanese univer-
sity and one group of learners that he taught. It centres on the
use of video as a tool to bring about discussions between the
teacher and learners that help them to better understand both
their own classroom behaviour and each other’s. The paper
discusses the insights that such a project can bring as well as
some problems inherent in conducting a project of this kind.
This is not intended to be a paper that describes best practice,
but is intended to outline a way in which teachers and learn-
ers can work together as co-researchers to better understand
what they do in the classroom as a basis for improving class-
room practice.
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to help improve educational practice (Lefstein

& Snell, 2014). This article draws on ethno-
graphically-informed research into discourse that
uses video playback methodology to involve partici-
pants in the research process as co-researchers. The
article’s aim is to show that teachers can utilize such
practices to promote teacher-learner dialogue that
provides new understandings of what happens in
the classroom, with the ultimate aim of improving
classroom practice.

T here is currently much interest in using video

Background

Video has for some time been used to provide
teachers with feedback and promote reflection (see
Tripp & Rich, 2012). This feedback has often come
from teachers and administrators, but it is also im-
portant to take into account students’ perceptions

(Murphey, 1993). This article discusses the use of
video to promote teacher-student discussions and
include students’ perceptions in a process of reflec-
tion on classroom practice.

The project reported on here makes use of video-re-
flexive ethnography (e.g., ledema & Carroll, 2014), a
methodology that involves the researcher video-re-
cording people doing things and then watching
these videos back in discussion sessions with the
participants. This allows the participants to become
involved in the research process and to better under-
stand their own behaviour. Video-reflexive ethnogra-
phy is used to bring about change in institutions. For
example, ledema and Carroll (2014) have used this
methodology to help healthcare professionals better
understand their work practices and subsequently
change these practices for the better.

My project also borrows from Ron and Suzie
Scollon’s use of ethnographic methods in their dis-
course analysis research (e.g., Scollon, 2001; Scollon
& Scollon, 2001, 2004). Their approach similarly
allows participants to take an active role in the
research process. Of particular importance here is
their use of what they call observer’s interactions with
members, or what Norris (2011, p. 58) calls contested
data. This contested data involves video playback
sessions where the observer takes his or her obser-
vations back to the group about which they were
made. Through this process, it is possible for both
the observers and the members of the group to
come to understandings of the video data together.

While my project was actually a study of learner
identity, a major aim of the project was to use re-
flexive video (or contested data) in order to facilitate
teacher-learner discussions and affect change in the
classroom. It is this aspect of the project that I am
primarily concerned with here.

Data/Method

The project discussed here is a study of one Japa-
nese university EFL class of 15 students. The project
was explained clearly to all the students in the first
class of the year and they were free to participate or
not. All students chose to participate. Adapting the
method for video-reflexive ethnography described in
Carroll et al. (2008), the project can be divided into
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three phases: (1) observations of students perform-
ing classroom tasks and informal interviews with
students to identify issues, (2) video recording of
classroom interactions for more detailed analysis
and material to use in video sessions, and (3) the
video sessions themselves.

The observations and interviews performed in
phase (1) served as a first stage of noticing that
raised issues for further investigation. As well as the
observations and interviews, I also asked students
to compose short pieces of writing about their ex-
periences in the classroom and 1 used these to help
identify issues as well. For example, one problem
raised was the common occurrence of silence in
student discussions.

These issues were then investigated further
with detailed analysis of the video recordings of
classroom interactions in phase (2). As my interest
was in how identities and learning are performed
in classroom actions, | asked the following ques-
tions to guide my video analysis: “What actions are
being performed?”, “What identities/roles are being
performed?” and “What learning is happening?”.
For example, in investigating the issue of student
silence, 1 looked at the different actions that silence
was used to perform, the classroom roles students
performed when they were silent, and how silence
helped or hindered learning.

Through the initial observations I made in phase
(1) and the more detailed video analysis of phase (2),
l identified problems that I would like to discuss
with the students in phase (3). 1 selected a video
(usually about five-ten minutes long) for each
student to watch in class, giving them three or four
questions to think about as they watched the video.
These varied according to the video but included
general questions (e.g., “What is happening here?”)
and other questions that more specifically ad-
dressed the problems 1 had identified in phases (1)
and (2).

Once the students had made their observations, 1
invited them to take part in small-group discussions
with each other and myself. This happened in the
classroom once a month throughout the semes-
ter (three times in total). Students who showed a
particular interest in the project asked for extra
lunchtime discussions on five occasions. In these
discussions, which lasted from 20-30 minutes in the
classroom and up to an hour outside of the class-
room, we watched the video together and discussed
our interpretations of what was happening. The
sessions were semi-structured with the use of the
same questions given to the students when they
originally watched the video.

1 also gave students opportunities to make
comments that did not address the questions 1 had
asked, so they could raise issues that 1 had not iden- T
tified. The aim of these sessions was to facilitate a
discussion between the students and teacher and
bring about new ways of seeing classroom practic-
es for all participants. That is, the project was not
intended to just provide the teacher with feedback,
but to initiate discourse between the teacher and
students.

Table 1 gives an overview of the data collected for
this project.

L

Table 1. Overview of data

20
Type of data Details i
Video I recorded 28 hours of natural- CC)
recordings  ly-occurring student-student inter- | 20
actions and classroom discussions, 9
once-a-week over one semester wn
Audio I made 10 hours of recordings of
recordings  video-playback sessions, as well —

as four hours of semi-structured
interviews with students

Field notes 1 made observations during each
class and wrote these up in a note-
book at the end of the class. My
informal interviews with students
that could not be captured as audio
recordings were also written up in

the notebook.

SNOO4 1vr

Student
writing

I asked students to compose short
pieces of writing about their
English language learning and
classroom experiences

Findings

This was an exploratory project and as such it
brought to light a great variety of insights that
might otherwise have remained hidden. Through | J
conducting this project 1 was, for example, able

to come to a new understanding of my own class-

room behaviour and how my behaviour sometimes
contradicted my beliefs. To give an example, while 1
believe in encouraging students to be independent
thinkers and to not simply accept what their teach-

ers say, 1 could see in the data that I often spoke

over students, told them what to do and imposed

my point of view on them. I will briefly describe

some of the other insights provided by this project
(Appendix 1 gives an overview of the major insights

of the project).
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Silence and turn-taking

Silence is commonly observed in Japanese class-
rooms (e.g., Nakane, 2003) and as a teacher | have
sometimes been frustrated that once I have set up
an activity the room has plunged into silence. Why
was it that students, who were mostly highly moti-
vated and enthusiastic about their studies, often did
not seem to fully engage in classroom activities?

It became clear that a major source of student
silence was the negotiation of who should take
the first turn at the start of a task when 1 had not
specified how students should manage their inter-
actions. Students claimed that they were sometimes
confused as to how to conduct group discussions in
the classroom, as they had little experience of doing
this previously. So once 1 had asked them to start
the activity they were sometimes at a loss as to how
to proceed.

Many students said that they were reluctant to
assume leadership and begin an activity unilaterally,
and this was one reason why a number of activities
began with a period of silence. The person who
should speak first, and the subsequent order of
turns, needed to be negotiated by the group prior to
the actual activity starting, and this was often done
nonverbally (and sometimes in Japanese). The video
sessions brought this to light and allowed us to dis-
cuss ways in which to change these practices.

Different focus of teacher and students

The project brought to light the ways in which the
students and myself were often working to different
aims when performing interactions in the classroom.
This could be seen clearly in small-group activities or
pair-work where students often ignored my instruc-
tions. In spite of the teacher being in a more power-
ful position in the classroom, students do not always
follow his or her instructions. So, while the teacher
has an idea of how classroom interactions should
unfold, what actually happens may differ significantly
from what they had envisaged. Sometimes this may
be because students do not understand instructions,
or it may be an act of resistance, but frequently in

the data collected for this class it was because the
teacher and the students had different aims, which
were related to different ideas about good, or normal,
educational practice.

When setting up small-group activities my main
aim was often to give students opportunities to
practice using the L2 together. However, the stu-
dents were often more focused on task completion
or producing a neat and accurate record of work.
For example, one activity required students to
produce a short written text in pairs. I asked them
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to do this by communicating in English. The goal of
the task (as 1 saw it) was to practice working togeth-
er to solve problems in English, rather than produce
a piece of writing per se. However, the video data
revealed that the students worked together almost
exclusively in Japanese with the only English words
they used being those that they wrote in their note-
books (or nominated as candidates to be written in
the notebook, but subsequently rejected). That is,
the interactions were in Japanese, and English was
treated as an object to be talked about, rather than
the medium of interaction.

At several moments in the videos I stopped the
activity to remind the students of the goal (i.e., to
communicate in English). However, although the
students clearly heard me they continued to com-
municate in Japanese. It is unlikely that this was
only due to the students’ English ability, as when |
visited each group to talk to them they were able to
communicate with me about the task in English.

When 1 brought this observation to the students
in the video sessions it became clear that they were
prioritizing doing the work of writing an accurate
text. So, while my aim had been to focus on the
process of producing the text, the students were fo-
cused on the written product. For them, it was easier
to make this product by communicating in Japanese
rather than English, and so the activity was not
helping to achieve what I had set out to do.

In the video sessions, many students expressed
surprise that 1 was not so concerned with the
written product, but more with the quality of their
spoken interactions. This allowed them to better
understand my aims, but also allowed me to better
understand the students and what was important
for them.

Correctness

A closely related insight was that almost all stu-
dents expressed a concern with being “correct” and
leaving a neat and precise record of their work. That
is, they were concerned that their English should

be “correct” and that their written work should be
done in a “correct” manner. Each student in the
class brought with them a set of classroom mate-
rials that included pencils and erasers, and it was
noticeable in the videos that they spent a lot of time
erasing mistakes from their notebooks. At times,
they withdrew from interactions or missed import-
ant information from the teacher as they erased or
made notes in their book.

When 1 discussed this with the students a number

of them explained that it was a regular part of their
high school classroom practice to produce neat and
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accurate work and to use a mechanical pencil (so
that they could correct mistakes), and that their
high school teacher might criticize them if their
work was untidy. Many students also said that they
wanted to have tidy and correct notes to revise from
or check in the future.

This concern with neatly copying “correct” infor-
mation suggests that many students value learning
what is correct. This could be clearly seen in one
participant’s comment that she liked grammar class-
es as there was a definite “correct answer.” So, many
students did not tolerate ambiguity or potential
mistakes, which in turn constrained their ability to
participate freely and learn from making mistakes.

It was noticeable that this concern with produc-
ing neat and accurate work extended to making
rough notes on scrap paper (e.g., when brainstorm-
ing). Students often carefully made these ‘rough’
notes, meaning that an activity that I would ideally
have liked to take just a minute or two could quite
often take twice as long. This hindered the purpose
of the brainstorming, which was to quickly come up
with a variety of ideas. So, while 1 do not necessarily
wish to encourage students to make “incorrect” or
untidy notes, the slow and meticulous approach
to producing correct and neat written work at all
times was sometimes problematic for me.

Discussion

Through viewing the videos and the subsequent
video discussion sessions it was possible to identify
problems in the classroom, such as how the stu-
dents and I were often working to different ideas of
good educational practice. For example, while I was
working to principles that stressed the importance
of the process that students go through and the im-
portance of interacting in the L2, the students were
often working according to principles that stressed
the importance of producing a “correct” product,
with at times little or no importance given to actu-
ally communicating in English. Through taking part
in the video sessions, the students were better able
to understand my methodology and my reasons for
doing certain activities, while 1 was better able to
understand students’ classroom behaviour.

In response to the insights brought about by this
project 1 have attempted to change my classroom
practice. For example, I think more carefully about
setting up activities in relation to turn-taking (as
well as teaching English phrases to help negotiate
the beginning of activities) and I ask students to
refrain from using erasers when brainstorming.

I also try to avoid talking over students, as 1 had
observed myself doing in the data. A number of the

students commented that they have also tried to
make changes to their own practices, and this has
been noticeable in the classroom.

For example, one group of students were sur-
prised when 1 explained that I saw their ‘conversa-
tional’ interactions as being more successful than
their ‘formal’ interactions (in which they took it
in turns to express an opinion, but did not engage
with one another’s ideas, so that the interaction
resembled mini-presentations). They had seen the
more conversational interaction as inappropriate
for the classroom. However, after the video session
in which we discussed the learning potentials pro-
vided by conversation, as well as my beliefs about
learning through interaction, this group had more
dialogic discussions in the classroom and I could
not find a subsequent example of them delivering
their ‘mini-presentations’ to one another.

The greatest benefit of this project has been in
bringing myself and my students into a dialogue
about classroom practice that has allowed us to bet-
ter understand one another and why we do what we
do in the way we do it. This discussion and reflec-
tion have provided the basis for change.

Of course, a project of this kind brings challeng-
es. First, it is time-consuming to record and watch
all of the data, and a practicing teacher is unlikely
to have time to collect and analyze the amount of
data that 1 did. In addition, bringing observations of
people’s behaviour back to them can be threatening.
Finally, some people do not like to be recorded. It is
extremely important to be clear about the nature of
the project from the beginning and to offer students
the option of participating or not. However, 1 found
the students in my class to be enthusiastic towards
the project. It would also be feasible for many teach-
ers to adapt the project to suit their everyday prac-
tices. The project would be much more manageable,
for example, if teachers just focused on phase (3)
and recorded activities that they then watched back
in discussion with students.

1 had expected language to be a problem in the
video sessions. As expected, some of the students
were not always able to express complex ideas clear-
ly in English, or were not always able to completely
understand my ideas. However, language proved to
be less of a problem than 1 had anticipated and the
video discussions proved to be very fruitful. The
videos themselves provided a concrete focus to the
discussions, which at times facilitated the commu-
nication of ideas that might have otherwise been
more difficult to understand in the abstract.

ny

S304NOS3Y

<

SNOO4 1vr

<

SIXVdd L1Vl

-

THE LANGUAGE TEACHER 39.6

November / December 2015 13



Conclusion

It is not the aim of this article to argue, for example,
that either student silence or a focus on accuracy
are in themselves good or bad. The article is instead
focused on a way in which critical reflection on
practice may help to promote dialogue and develop
thoughtful students and teachers who can come to
new understandings of their practice and make bet-
ter-informed decisions about what they do together.
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Appendix

Major insights of the project

«  More conversational talk was seen towards
the end of discussion tasks and at boundaries
between tasks. This more conversational talk
more accurately resembled the kind of talk
the teacher was aiming for. While the teacher
valued this, learners often thought it inappro-
priate for the classroom.

o Unfamiliarity with classroom roles expected by
the teacher was a reason for student silence.

e The teacher and students had different ideas
about what a “good student” and a “good teach-
er” should do in the classroom.

o Classroom materials (textbooks, CDs, etc.) pro-
vided students with examples of English-speak-
ing identities and roles to copy when they
performed classroom activities. While not nec-
essarily finding the language content difficult
in itself, some students did not feel comfortable
performing the roles that were presented to
them in the materials.

o The project revealed how certain participants
required familiar student roles in order to moti-
vate them to speak English in the classroom,
while other participants were more motivated
when speaking outside of these roles.

« Students oriented to “primary speaker” (see
Hauser, 2009) turn-taking practices during
group work, which was a major cause of stu-
dent silence. The project uncovered reasons for
this, how this affects learning opportunities,
and how it is connected to identity issues.
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