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Language teachers can consider conducting small-scale classroom-based research with a secondary or
main goal of developing research-related skills and knowledge. The Writing Fluency Project, a profes-
sional development project for language teachers interested in research, provided an opportunity to
gain practical research experience while collaborating online with other language teachers across Japan.
In this paper, two of the participating teachers share their experiences and describe lessons learned
while conducting a study that required them to collect data outside their own classrooms. The project
coordinator explains the value and difficulties of collecting data in multiple classrooms from the perspec-
tive of research methodology. The paper should provide insight into the research process, demonstrate
the importance of sharing about experiences conducting research, and encourage language teachers to
engage in their own research projects.
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ogy can be an important component of their professional skill-set. Teachers may wish to

improve their classes through action research projects, engage in qualitative studies to
develop a deeper understanding of their students, or employ quantitative methods to test the-
ories and conduct experimental research (Borg, 2010; Brown & Rodgers, 2009; Nunan, 2005).
This knowledge is also essential for producing quality research manuscripts, an expected duty
for a career teaching at universities in Japan (Chenoweth & Pearson, 1993; Evanoff, 1993; Mc-
Crostie, 2010), and even important for critical assessment of published studies (Brown, 2004).
For language teachers with limited graduate training in research methods, there are means
for professional development through independent or collaborative study, online or distant
education, and traditional classroom instruction.

F OR MANY language teachers in Japan, knowledge and skills related to research methodol-

Regardless of the method of training, the classroom learning will eventually be implemented
in actual research projects in the field, and a great deal can yet be learned through this practical
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experience. Even with the most thorough of research plans, un-
expected issues may be encountered that can negatively impact
the validity of a study and attenuate the value of the results.

In certain cases, they can render the findings meaningless and
make the efforts of the researcher and the time of the partici-
pants a waste. Although pilot studies are typically employed to
test a research design before a full implementation, experienced
researchers are better equipped to plan and execute their studies
utilizing lessons from firsthand encounters with these unantici-
pated events. For beginning researchers, careful consideration
should be given before starting any large-scale study. Even with
a pilot study, there is still a lot that can go wrong. A good strategy
can be to start a research career with small-scale studies that have
the dual purpose of answering a modest research question and
providing a means for gaining valuable experience (Sholdt, 2011).
By gradually building practical experience through small studies,
language teachers can deepen their knowledge and increase the
likelihood of conducting meaningful, large-scale studies later in
their research careers.

The main goal of this paper is to provide language teachers
interested in research some insight into the research process and
what can be learned along the way. It centers on a small-scale
study that was conducted by two of the authors (Stoute and
Mull) as a part of professional development project led by the
other author (Sholdt). Stoute provides a narrative description of
how the study, initially planned for only their own classrooms,
ended up being implemented in multiple classrooms through-
out an EFL department, and Mull shares lessons that were
learned during the experience. Additionally, Sholdt presents a
discussion on methodological issues related to doing research in
multiple classrooms. Ultimately, readers should walk away with
a sense of the value of practical experience when learning about
research, along with specific strategies for conducting studies
that require data collection beyond their classrooms.
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The Writing Fluency Project: Professional
Development Through Collaborative Research

In January 2012, a yearlong professional development project,

the Writing Fluency Project (WFP), was initiated in order to
provide a learning opportunity for language teachers in Japan to
build knowledge and skills in conducting quantitative research
through guided study and practical experience. During a pilot

of the project (Sholdt, 2011), a Moodle-based online coordination
site was developed that featured a schedule for a set of readings
from a research methods text and procedures for a small-scale
classroom-based study. Approximately 40 language teachers from
around Japan initially joined the project and after getting connect-
ed online, they began working through the reading assignments
and engaging in discussion in a forum on the Moodle site. In the
spring semester, participating language teachers, mostly based at
universities, each conducted the same replication study concur-
rently in their own classrooms, again following procedures laid
out on the Moodle site. While engaged in the study, participants
could raise questions, share experiences, and receive guidance in
the discussion forum on the Moodle site.

The replication study was based on part of a study conducted
by Bonzo (2008) that investigated the effects of two different
topic selection methods on student writing fluency for a 10-min-
ute freewriting activity. In the replication study, students were
asked to write continuously for 10 minutes with the goal of
writing as much as possible on a topic that was either selected
by their teacher or selected freely by the student. The students’
written products were scored on fluency using an index based
on the number of unique words and total words. Following
collection of data over several weeks, mean fluency index scores
for both conditions were compared. This analysis was supple-
mented with additional demographic and qualitative data. At
the end of the project, teachers worked individually or in pairs
to produce publishable manuscripts based on their studies.
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The Bonzo (2008) study was selected as the center of the pro-
fessional development project because it utilized a minimally
intrusive intervention, dealt closely with the conversion of lan-
guage to metrics, and focused on a fundamental statistical pro-
cedure, the t test, which is used to test the difference between
means from two samples. Conducting research is often a soli-
tary affair, but by working on the same study concurrently with
many other teachers and sharing about their experiences on the
online coordination site, the teachers were able to maintain mo-
tivation, build confidence, and gain valuable insight. One of the
main goals of the project was to help the participating language
teachers develop an understanding of the unpredictability of
the research process and the value of gaining experience. The
teachers did indeed report a range of experiences involving the
absences of participants, misunderstood instructions, impre-
cise scoring rubrics, and time constraints. As described in the
following section, Stoute and Mull had the unique experience
of conducting the study in classrooms taught by other teachers
after receiving encouragement from administration to do so.
This unexpected twist in their research added an extra layer to
their learning experience.

Narrative of the Project Experience

Martin Stoute

After joining the WFP, Mull and I started to plan how to imple-
ment the writing fluency study at our shared university. We
envisioned applying for administrative approval to conduct
the study in two of our communication classes. We would run
the project for 4 weeks, as recommended in the procedures,
and have gathered all our data by the middle of the 15-class
semester. One of our early concerns was getting administration
approval, without which we could not do the study. To do this,
we created a proposal package that included a copy of Bonzo’s
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original paper, an outline of the goals of the study, and a brief
explanation of how it could have an impact on the writing
fluency of our students. We indicated who would be involved,
included relevant documents, and provided additional Japanese
translations. Once the package was completed, we approached
our immediate superior, the Assistant Dean, who serves as a
liaison between the native English teachers and the university
administration.

The Dean found the idea of the research very exciting,
particularly because of insights it might yield towards under-
standing and improving our students’ writing fluency. She even
expressed an interest in having all students do the writing activ-
ity. She thought, however, that because the research measured
writing fluency, it would make more sense to conduct our study
in writing rather than listening or speaking classes. We agreed
with her logic but explained that adopting her recommenda-
tion would mean a writing teacher, rather than Mull or I, would
be required to gather the data. This did not pose a problem for
her, and she even volunteered to conduct the experiment in her
four writing classes. Another suggestion the Dean made was to
extend the research period from 4 weeks to the entire 15-week
semester. The meeting was a very positive experience and we
were excited to receive such strong support for our research.

During the discussion, it was decided to ask the other writing
teachers to join the project as well. From the Dean’s perspective,
including all the writing teachers in the project would encour-
age professional development within the English department
on a wider scale and provide an opportunity for interaction and
collaboration among teachers. From our perspective, it would
provide the statistical benefits of a larger sample size but would
also present us with unplanned issues and steps that would
arise not only by working with others, but also through gather-
ing and analyzing significantly larger amounts of data. At the
same time, we knew we could share our experiences with the
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other WFP teachers, which would give them insight into how
this project could be expanded and allow us to benefit from
their advice as we faced new challenges.

Because we would need to get permission from the writing
teachers who would be conducting the studies on our behalf,
many of whom did not work in our office and rarely saw us, we
had to be particularly clear and specific in terms of procedures
and tried to minimize the burden of collecting data. To simplify
the data collection process and to minimize the intrusion we
would make into the teachers’ classes, we prepared writing pa-
pers, stapled in order with the topics on top, so even if a student
missed a class, the teacher could easily collect a writing sample
for the missed session. We also compiled an explanatory packet
for each teacher before pitching the project to them and asking
for their help in the data collection.

With the packets, we did our best to clearly and succinctly
explain the justification, goals, and procedures of the study and
indicate that a lot of thought and planning had gone into the re-
search plan. This allowed the writing teachers to make informed
decisions about whether and to what degree to allow the study
to be implemented in their classes. Preparation of the packet
was also useful in helping us clarify our thoughts about all the
steps in the study’s procedures, for example, just when during
class the students should write, whether they should use eras-
ers, or what to do if they missed a class. We had to have answers
to these questions prepared so that all the supporting teachers
could collect data in a consistent manner.

Ultimately, we convinced six teachers to collect data from
their firstand third semester students—a total of 22 classes with
an average of 18 students in each class. Because it took us time
to get organized at the beginning of the semester, we ultimately
came up with a 10-week schedule, alternating between teacher-
selected and student-selected writing topics. Throughout the
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process of pitching the proposal and then working with teachers
during the term, Mull and I made a concerted effort to express
that we felt fortunate to have volunteers on our team, not to
complain about any mistakes, and to be appreciative for their
efforts.

Overall, the data collection stage was very successful, but
not without difficulties along the way. We anticipated absent
students, but occasionally students skipped topics by jumping
to a different page, or did the same student-selected topic in
consecutive weeks. Some students did not write anything, or
simply wrote a few words in the 10 minutes allotted, rendering
the data useless. Despite our instructions, some students nev-
ertheless scratched-out or erased words, sentences, even small
paragraphs. In other cases, the teacher accidentally assigned the
wrong topic for that week. In one class, two writing activities
were completed on the same day. Because of a typhoon, a num-
ber of classes skipped a week. Despite these problems, however,
we were still able to gather a large pool of usable data with a
much larger sample size than we could have obtained if work-
ing alone. Again, the support we received from our colleagues
was a very positive aspect of this project.

Lessons Learned and Recommendations
Jaci Mull

In any research project, the researcher endeavors to be as
prepared as possible. The scope of that preparation may not be
obvious to new researchers. After working through the planning
and implementation of the WFP at one university, we learned a
great deal about what “being prepared” meant. The following
points encompass the take-home lessons that came out of our
experience and that will influence our future research endeav-
ors.
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Lesson #I: A well-prepared pitch improves chances of
consent

No formal research should be done in a school setting without
consent from the administration. The administration will want
to know why you want to do the project, what you plan to do
(in detail), and what you hope to learn from the project. When
working with students, or other human subjects, they will also
want to know that you are protecting the participants from any
harm and that proper steps are taken to ensure that participants
consent to the study. Answering all of these questions thorough-
ly and showing a benefit to the institution (e.g., improved teach-
ing techniques, learner growth, research publications) makes
this pitch even more attractive. Include as many of the following
documents as you can and have them translated into all appro-
priate languages whenever possible: (a) some literature that sets
up your research question, (b) a detailed but concise description
of how you will gather the data, (c) student consent forms, and
(d) a list of benefits for the institution, the students, or both.

Lesson #2: The project scale may change

The scale of a project may get smaller or it may get larger as
administration and colleagues become involved. As soon as a
researcher pitches the project to an administrator there is room
for things to change. When we started our own project, we
hoped to run the study in four communication classes. The ad-
ministration could have allowed the project in only one or two
classes and greatly reduced the scope of data we could collect.
Alternatively, they could greatly increase the scale of the project.
In our case, our request for four classes was expanded to encom-
pass 22 writing classes—none of them taught by the researchers
themselves. Although this was an additional challenge, embrac-
ing the change of scale became a great opportunity.
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Lesson #3: Concise but thorough procedures are critical

Perhaps the most difficult lesson to follow through on has to do
with how you conceptualize your procedures. When working
alone, it is tempting to have a general set of procedures that can
be tailored as the project develops. For your own internal con-
sistency when doing the project, and to facilitate methodology
writing later, being clear about your procedures, even when col-
lecting data solo, is important. When working with a team, the
precision of your procedures becomes even more critical for get-
ting usable data. The challenge is making sure your colleagues
are not burdened by extensive reading or long meetings in order
to understand the procedures and your larger project, but do
understand the project well enough so they can make educated
decisions in their classes while collecting data for you.

Lesson #4: Consult with your colleagues

Before, during, and after data collection, it is important to com-
municate with your colleagues. Before the project begins, learn
about your colleagues and their classes so you can minimize the
burden you place on them. Once the project is underway, make
sure you are available to answer questions and keep the project
running smoothly for everyone. When asking colleagues to
gather data for you, we recommend that you go out of your way
to keep your project manageable. The favor will hopefully be
returned. Finally, after the data is collected and analyzed, share
your results with your colleagues. After making such a contri-
bution to your study, they will almost certainly be interested to
find out what was learned.

Lesson #5: Be prepared to throw out data

The more people that are involved, the more potential there is
for the data to become inconsistent. There is a real chance that
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some data will need to be thrown out, in spite of your and your
colleagues’ best efforts, in order to keep your sample consistent.
Throwing out any hard-won data is difficult to do, but may be
necessary for the overall integrity of the project.

Lesson #6: Expect the unexpected

A project of any size that deals with human subjects has the
potential to present unexpected challenges. As researchers, we
may do our best to anticipate and head off these challenges, but
it is always quite possible that something will still surprise us.
The larger the project and the more people involved, the higher
the likelihood that something unexpected will occur. In order to
be flexible without compromising your study, you will need to
have your research question clear and be prepared to determine
the effects a change in plan will have on answering that ques-
tion. Be prepared to change plans as long as the end question is
still answered in a methodical way.

Collecting Data Beyond Your Classroom:
Methodology Perspectives

Gregory Sholdt

From a research methodology perspective, many of the issues
related to expanding data collection that are identified and dis-
cussed by Stoute and Mull center on the validity of their study, or
in other words, how truthful the study is on a whole. For small-
scale studies and many action research projects, it may be suf-
ficient to collect data from just the teacher’s classroom, but ulti-
mately, it depends on the research goals and the particular issues
under investigation. Decisions to collect additional data beyond
a teacher’s classroom are often based on expanding the variables
in the analysis by conducting the study in varied settings and
improving the statistical power by increasing the sample size.
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A key advantage of collecting data in a variety of conditions is
that a researcher can incorporate into the analysis variables that
are necessary to answer a research question or to better under-
stand an issue under investigation (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2005). For example, how students” writing fluency scores fluctu-
ate under the two different topic assignment methods (teacher
selected or student selected) may vary depending on their
language levels. Perhaps students with higher level language
abilities can produce more writing under the teacher-selected
topics because of knowledge of vocabulary specific to the cho-
sen topic. On the other hand, the field may be more level when
students can choose topics that are familiar to them and for
which they have a greater pool of vocabulary to use. If students
are separated by ability level into different sections of a course,
incorporating the different sections into the study will allow for
this level of analysis. However, this does create additional issues
for the researcher.

The addition of variables means that the analysis of the
data becomes more complicated and unwanted factors can be
introduced into the study. Whereas a basic ¢ test is sufficient to
statistically compare the frequency index means under the two
topic selection conditions, introducing the ability level variable
means more sophisticated statistical procedures are required.
The researcher must be able to recognize which procedure is
called for based on the research question and nature of the data
being analyzed and must be able to interpret the results. Also,
unwanted factors could come into play if the new sections of the
course are dissimilar in critical ways. If different textbooks are
used for students with different levels, this could influence the
results. For example, one textbook may include writing exer-
cises but the other does not. The additional writing practice may
have an influence on the results. As the study expands, research-
ers need to take greater care to ensure the conditions for the
data collection are as similar as possible.
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Another major reason to collect data outside of a single class-
room is to increase the statistical power of a study by increas-
ing the sample size or the number of students participating in
the study. Statistical power refers to the likelihood of a study
producing a statistically significant result (Cohen et al., 2005).
Along with some other factors, increasing the sample size will
usually increase the likelihood that the study will be able to
determine if a treatment is having an effect. With the writing
fluency study as an example, it is possible that writing fluency
is in fact increased very slightly when students are able to select
the topics. However, with a small sample, the analysis may not
be able to discern if that slight difference is an actual effect of
the different topic introduction methods or just chance varia-
tion in output among the student participants. By increasing
the number of students involved in the study, the researcher is
more likely to be able to determine if that small difference is just
chance variation or an actual difference in the conditions.

Increasing the number of students in a sample can have
significant benefits for the study, but researchers should thor-
oughly explore the benefits and issues associated with this step.
Without proper consideration, it can ultimately waste a great
deal of time and energy of both the researcher and the student
participants.

Conclusion

Stoute and Mull joined the Writing Fluency Project in order to
build knowledge and skills in quantitative research methods
and gain experience conducting classroom-based research. Bas-
ing the study in their own classrooms would have provided a
sufficient opportunity to achieve those goals; however, unex-
pected circumstances led them to alter the research plan and col-
lect data in other teachers’ classrooms for an extended period of
time. This resulted in a unique research experience and a series
of valuable lessons.
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This paper was prepared with three main goals. First, the
authors intended to share their experiences, the lessons they
learned, and background on relevant research methods with the
hope that other teachers interested in engaging in classroom-
based research may gain insight into the research process.
Second, it is believed that this approach of sharing both suc-
cesses and challenges of the research experience has value, and
we hope to encourage further dialogue related to behind-the-
scenes issues not often discussed in published research papers.
Finally, the experience and lessons described by Stoute and
Mull, participants in the Writing Fluency Project, should serve
as evidence that important professional development can occur
through collaborative research training and guided practical ex-
perience. Overall, the three authors sincerely hope that language
teachers feel encouraged and motivated to make the jump from
teacher to teacher-researcher after reading this paper.
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