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Abstract

This dissertation is concerned with action research, exploring its effectiveness as an
approach to advancing teachers’ practice through continuous professional development
(CPD). Since the 2000s, despite the fact that the Hong Kong Government has provided
extra resources to support normal school teachers in addressing the diverse learning
needs of students, they still experience stress in managing student diversity and
recognize their classroom practice as inefficient (Chan et al. 2010; Pang 2012; Hong
Kong Federation of Education Workers 2015, 2016). This study aims to investigate in
greater depth the specific contextual problems that primary teachers face in
educationally diverse classroom and to work with them to increase their teaching
efficacy. Through engagement in six research cycles, two in-service teacher-participants
gained support from the researcher to launch action research project for problem
resolution. The findings show that collaborative action research leads to a paradigm shift
in the teachers’ practice from textbook-bound to differentiated teaching in which they
learned to adapt curriculum contents and instructions for addressing the diverse needs
of students. The study casts light on how action research empowers the teachers to
change that benefits student learning. In addition, the study also provides insight in
detail and considerable depth authentic to the Hong Kong teacher education context of
how action research as intensive CPD can enhance teachers’ capacity to offer high

quality of educational provision.
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GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviation/Term

Definition/Explanation

EDB

Education Bureau (EDB) - it is one of the official
departments of Hong Kong Government which is responsible
for developing and implementing educational policies,
overseeing regional school administration services and
monitoring programmes in respect of kindergarten, primary,
secondary, tertiary in public, private and international

schools/institutions.

Normal schools

Normal schools — the learning environment of normal
schools is for students without serious physical or mental
health problems. The term is widely used in local and
international schools, and commonly replaced with the words
of “mainstream”, “ordinary” or “regular” by the EDB as well
as public media in the community. These wordings are inter-

changeable as common practice in the field.

SEN

Special Educational Needs (SEN) — the term is used
according to the documentation of the Hong Kong
Government’s Report in 2008 - Panel on Education
Subcommittee on Integrated Education. Students with SEN
receive special support resources provided by the EDB for

schooling. Details are noted in Chapter 1.

TCA

Theory of Communicative Actions (TCA) — it refers to
Habermas’ theory in 1984 for illustrating how people in the

same contextual culture use their common language to

Xii




achieve functional purposes of dynamic actions and effects.

Details are noted in Chapter 3.

TDP Teacher Development Programme (TDP) — it refers to the in-
service teacher-training programme provided by the EDB for
supporting local schoolteachers’ professional development
in the field.

WSA Whole School Approach (WSA) — the term is used according

to the documentation of the Hong Kong Government’s
Report in 2008 - Panel on Education Subcommittee on
Integrated Education. It is the approach of inclusion policy to
support students with SEN for studying in normal schools.
Details are noted in Chapter 1.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The heart of this study is to assist teachers to improve teaching practice in the diverse
culture of Hong Kong school environment. As a lecturer of a local university, very
often | have opportunities to hear front-line teachers’ voices about their teaching
problems in the complexity of today’s classrooms. Over the years, they have been
experiencing several education reforms including school-based development initiatives,
inclusion policy, medium of instruction, new senior secondary academic structure and
so on. They express that they find classroom practice inefficient and that they work
under great pressure. In this regard, this study explores how action research is effective
for enhancing teachers’ capacity to address problems in everyday classroom practice

so that students can learn better.

Since 2007, the Education Bureau (EDB) of Hong Kong has implemented a centralised
professional teacher development programme (TDP) for equipping teachers to adopt
an inclusion policy in local schools. This is an in-service teacher training programme
which is outsourced to a local university. According to the EDB documentation, we (as
lecturers of the university), offer this training programme to help teachers facilitate the
policy of whole school approach (WSA) to include students with special educational
needs (SEN) studying in normal schools (HKSAR, Report 2008 - Panel on Education
Subcommittee on Integrated Education). Teachers who attend this TDP (by nomination
of their school principals) learn specific knowledge and skills in curriculum adaptation
and “differentiated teaching” (ibid), in which Tomlinson’s differentiation model (2001,
2014) is used. Detailed background information will be laid out in the following

sections.

During the past 13 years, a number of teachers have completed the TDP. However,
application of differentiated teaching is not much found in field experience. As Girvan
etal. (2016) comment, the one-off event of TDP is not effective for professional teacher

development. Day argues that professional TDP “should result improvement”



(1997:40). Tomlinson also indicates that “A benchmark of teacher development is the
point at which the teacher has become secure and comfortable with classroom
management. Fear of losing control of student behaviour is a major obstacle for many
teachers in establishing a flexible classroom” (2001:2). Yet, Hong Kong teachers find
great challenges with the complexity of diverse needs of students (as normal and
students with SEN learning together in the same classroom). Even though they have
completed the TDP, they complain that student behaviour makes them feel stressful —

Section 1.2 displays more details.

For this reason, this study aims to help Hong Kong teachers make change in action for
practicing differentiated teaching at skill level so that they can provide “good teaching
for all learners” (Hargreaves & Fullan 2012:6). In fact, the WSA to inclusion has been
advanced since the early 2000s under recommendations first made by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESO) in 1984. The
following section explores its historical background.

1.1 Historical Background of WSA

The notion of WSA appeared in 1997 (ibid). The term is derived from a concept of
integration of students with SEN placing into local normal schools in the 1970s.
According to the “White Paper on Rehabilitation - Integrating the Disabled into the
Community: A United Effort” issued in 1977 (ibid), local schools were required to
provide special programmes and special classes for students with SEN under this
mandatory integration policy. However, teachers serving in public normal schools had
not been trained in special education at that time (Forlin 2010), and resources were also
limited to support students with SEN. Yet, teachers were assigned to teach special
programmes in schools and students with SEN were generally put into a separated
classroom for learning. That is, they studied in a mode of separation rather than

integration in normal schools.



Not until 1984, prompted by an international conference held by UNESCO, the concern
about catering for students with SEN studying in normal school environment was
adequately raised. Following the guidelines given by the UNESCO, the Hong Kong
Government reinforced the degree of supporting students with SEN by issuing a further
policy statement, the “White Paper on Rehabilitation — Equal Opportunities and Full
Participation: A better Tomorrow for All” in 1995 (ibid). This official document put
emphasis on improving provision for integrating students with SEN into normal
schools. The working team of Rehabilitation Advisory Committee gave further advice
for implementing a structural WSA policy on integration. Two years later, the
government launched a 2-year pilot programme in 1997, namely, “Integration
Education Programme” (IE programme) in which public normal schools would be
given resource support to make their own school-based policy of WSA to initiate
curriculum adaptation and differentiated teaching (HKSAR, Report 2008:3 - Panel on
Education Subcommittee on Integrated Education).

In order to strengthen the quality of provision, as outlined in these key policy
documents, each participating school received extra funding to recruit one resource
teacher, who possessed a special education qualification, to organize remedial class and
special programmes for students with SEN as diagnosed in five types of learning
disabilities: intellectual disability (ID), physical disability (PD), visual impairment (V1),
hearing impairment (HI) and speech and language impairment (SLI). With the gained
piloting experience, the government announced that the IE programme would be
implemented in all public normal schools from 1999 onwards (ibid).

Over the years, according to the government figures, 537 public normal schools (about
63% of the total number of local schools in Hong Kong) had adopted WSA in 2006.
Because of the increasing demand of diverse needs of students, the IE programme has
been further extended to include three more types of students with SEN as autism
spectrum disorders (ASD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and
specific learning difficulties (SLD) (ibid). Since then, the EDB has modified a new



supporting system from 2007, in which teachers attend a structural hourly-based TDP
to facilitate a 3-tier resource model of WSA. More detailed explanations are displayed
in Section 1.2.2.

Indeed, the WSA to IE is one of the integral parts of the government education reform
geared towards school-based development provision. From 1999, the Education
Department of Hong Kong (renamed as the Education Bureau, EDB in 2007) has
reviewed the curriculum structure and proposed the innovative approach of a school-
based initiative (SBI) for local primary and secondary schools (Education Commission
1999, 2000). Further in 2001, the government issued a reform of the 9-year school-
based curriculum, namely “Learning to Learn” (Curriculum Development Council,
CDC 2001) to reinforce the implementation of SBI. The reform promotes a student-
centred approach which is best suited for students with diverse learning needs in the
inclusive classroom. According to the EDB, the reform aims to bring student success

and there should be “no loser” in schools (ibid).

However, the claim tends to be an empty slogan. Over the decades, local scholars such
as Bryant et al. (2009) have commented that classroom practice remains unchanged.
They describe that, throughout the years, the traditional teacher-centred approach has
still been dominant in classroom in ways that teachers use textbooks and assign “heavy
doses of homework” to prepare students for examination (Bryant et al. 2009:2). Their
study suggests that the innovation proposed at the policy level appears to have induced
little change in teaching practice. The government’s claim of “no loser” (CDC 2001)
in schools is doubtful because to what extent students with different abilities (high,
middle and low) are able to follow teachers’ instructions and to participate in learning
activities is under-investigated. Few studies indicate students’ achievement of
“learning to learn” (CDC 2001) in respect to their individual differences within the
innovative school-based curriculum practice (Cheng 2009). In contrast, several
findings reveal challenges related to students’ diverse learning needs that make

teachers experiencing of significant pressure and inefficient teaching (Chan et al. 2010;



Pang 2012; Tang 2011; Hong Kong Federation of Education Workers, HKFEW, 2015,
2016; Hong Kong Professional Teachers” Union (HKPTU) 2018). In the following

section, problems in the Hong Kong school context are identified.

1.2 Contextual Problems in the Hong Kong School Environment

1.2.1 Issue of Student Diversity

In order to implement the WSA policy, the government published a handbook titled
"Catering for Student Differences - Indicators for Inclusion” (Education and Manpower
Bureau, 2004, with an updated version in 2008). Schools should follow the guidelines
in the handbook to develop an inclusive environment according to the three
“Dimensions™: “creating inclusive cultures”, “producing inclusive policies” and
“evolving inclusive practices” (EDB 2008:4). There is also an “Illustration” (EDB
2008:6) to convey that lessons should accommodate students’ different learning needs
and styles. However, in reality, teachers use a “one-size-fits-all” curriculum to teach
(Yeung 2010; Wan 2016). Cowne et al. (2019) argue that this practice excludes rather
than includes students to learn. Specifically, it offers only one pre-set of teaching
material (without adaptation) that does not meet students’ different learning profiles,

interests and readiness in a “mixed-ability” classroom (Tomlinson 2001).

In addition, the class size in Hong Kong mainstream schools is around 35-40 students.
As Cheng (2009) argues, such large class sizes make it difficult for teachers to cater
for individual differences among students. In recent surveys, approximately 90% of
local teachers (94% of 241 teachers in 2015 and 88% of 380 teachers in 2016)
expressed concern that they worked under great pressure because of dealing with the
diverse learning needs of students (HKFEW 2015, 2016). Pang (2012) reported 1210
teachers’ views on work stress in relation to students’ challenging behaviours in the
inclusive classroom. His findings showed that Hong Kong teachers had a high level of
“Aggregated stress” (Pang 2012:127) (mean=1.95 and standard deviation (SD)=0.82)



compared with teachers in other six countries in Europe, South Africa and the United
States (range of mean=1.34-2.37 and range of SD=0.72-0.88).

Moreover, 35% of Hong Kong teachers referred to three types of children with SEN as
“challenging students” (Pang 2012:135). They reported these students who had autism
spectrum disorders (ASD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and/or
other emotional and behavioural problems were difficult to manage in classrooms.
These types of learners demonstrated impulsive behaviour and were inattentive in class
and that their academic skills were also poor. In fact, there are not merely three types
but eight major types in total of children with SEN located in normal schools as
previously noted (HKSAR, Report 2008 - Panel on Education Subcommittee on
Integrated Education)

This situation continues with rising figures indicating the intensification of the
complexity of student diversity that makes teachers feeling ill-equipped to meet the
needs of those students. As in 2014, the EDB provided information about students with
SEN studying in public primary and secondary schools from 2009 to 2014 (Report
2014 - Panel on Education Subcommittee on Integrated Education, Appendix 1). In
2009, 13720 pupils with SEN attended regular primary schools and 8000 students
studied in mainstream secondary schools. In 2014, the figures increased to 17390
children with SEN and 16,440 teenagers studying in ordinary schools. Their enrolment
had been increased by 26.7% in primary schools and by 105.5% in secondary schools

respectively over a span of five years.

In the inclusive classroom, teachers have to deal with mixed-ability students, as some

learn easily while others struggle to learn (Tomlinson 2001). Forlin captures that,

In Hong Kong, as teaching has become more complex and the role of a teacher
in a regular classroom has dramatically changed, many regular class teachers

continue to feel unprepared for inclusion (Forlin 2010:180).



She has noticed that, in recent years, the majority of teachers have been teaching
students with SEN and yet they are not trained special education teachers while in their
classrooms, the complicated individual differences of 30-45 students are present
(Cheng 2009). Even in a reduced class of 25-30 students (Harfitt 2013), the noise and
disruptive behaviours of students can affect daily teaching schedule. Phillipson (2007)
remarks that when confronting students’ emotional and behavioural problems, teachers
will burnout easily if they are “unprepared for inclusion” (Forlin 2010:180). In
consideration of this matter, what measure(s) may help teachers change? Seeking
effective ways to help teachers cope with student diversity, therefore, is the key theme
of this study.

1.2.2 Insufficient Support for Classroom Practice

As previously mentioned, in order to implement the inclusion policy at the classroom
level, the EDB has offered teacher development programmes (TDPs) since 2007.
Through the nomination of their schools, local in-service teachers have an opportunity
to attend the programmes to learn effective adaptation strategies for managing student
diversity in every quarter of the year. The EDB requires that by the year of 2019-2020,
at least 15-25% of teachers in each school should complete the essential training (EDB
Circular No. 12/2015). Moreover, since 2017, the government has added the new post
of SEN coordinator (SENCO) in each school to help organise the provision of a 3-Tier
supportive model for students with SEN (EDB Circular No. 9/2017).

The 3-Tier model is a whole-school approach to inclusion (EDB 2008) through which
schools receive grants from the EDB every year. In Tier 1 (the bottom level), schools
can make use of the school-based Capacity Enhancement Grant (CEG) to recruit more
teaching staff to initiate the basic curriculum adaptation of “differentiated teaching” as
EDB recommended (Report 2008: 9 - Panel on Education Subcommittee on Integrated
Education). In Tier 2 and Tier 3, an additional Learning Support Grant (LSG) is given,
based on the number of children with SEN in each school. That is, in Tier 2, each school

provides remedial programmes for groups of pupils with SEN (at least five children in
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agroup), which the resource teacher who has received special education training should
organise. In Tier 3, the school should design an Individual Education Programme (IEP)
that every single child with SEN has an intensive learning plan facilitated by a team of
specialists, such as an education psychologist and a speech therapist. Since 2014, the
EDB has updated the annual LSG per SEN student in Tier 2 to HKD 13000 (US $1666)
and in Tier 3 to HKD 26000 (US $3333) of which the ceiling in total is 1.5 million
annually (US $0.19 million) per school.

What is critical is that, over the years, numerous grants have been directed towards the
3-Tier model — so that as from 1999 to 2007, there have been 859 million dollars (U.S.
$67 million) spent in total on the IE programme (HKSAR, Report 2014:11). In addition,
a number of teachers have learned the “differentiated teaching” in the TDP that the
EDB has specified (HKSAR, Report 2008:9 - Panel on Education Subcommittee on
Integrated Education). They have explored the principles of differentiation model that
learning “content” [curriculum], “process” [instructional practice/activities] and
“product” [tasks/assignments] should be modified according to students’ different

“interests”, “profiles” and “readiness” (Tomlinson 2001, 2014).

However, few of the trained teachers apply the differentiated strategy to their daily
classroom teaching (Forlin et al. 2010; Wan 2016). As Forlin observes, “Many regular
class teachers continue to feel unprepared for inclusion” (2010:180). Moreover, Bryant
et al. (2009) comment that classroom practice are still teacher-centred rather than
student-centred, as promoted by the EDB for meeting the diverse needs of students in
the new reform (CDC 2001). Differentiated curriculum and the adaptation of such
instructional practice are still largely absent in local schools. As Chao et al. indicate,

schoolteachers merely use:

the minimal strategies...thereby providing only both limited time for them
[students with SEN] to complete tasks and minimal one-on-one assistance
during class (2017:361).



Problems continue to exist because students with SEN only receive the “minimal”
strategic arrangements (Chao et al. 2017:361) rather than the curriculum adaptation
which would help them approaching the topic contents of learning. Providing “one-on-
one assistance” (ibid) from teachers or helpers (either peer students or teaching
assistants) to complete the classwork does not mean that, for example, students can
comprehend passage of text independently or answer the questions on their own during
language lessons. They may just do what they are told to do in order to complete the
tasks. Rather, as students with special educational needs, they need more examples,
explanations and step-by-step guiding questions to understand their lesson contents.
Giving them more time, such as one or two hours, to complete the learning activities is

not necessarily an effective way to instill “learning to learn” (CDC 2001).

It is ironic that we have money and qualified teachers in Hong Kong, but we do not
have quality of teaching in adaptive practice of curriculum and instruction for those
children with SEN- even though teachers have attended the TDPs (concerning student
diversity) (Forlin 2010; Forlin et al. 2010; Wan 2016). Hence, it is crucial to help
teachers seeking effective strategies for teaching students with the diverse needs in the

complexity of inclusive classroom.

1.2.3 Teachers’ Low Morale

As mentioned in Section 1.1.1, Hong Kong teachers work in stressful school
environments. According to Chan et al.’s (2010) findings obtained from 1710 local
teachers’ questionnaires, 97.3% of them felt stressed due to students’ learning
behaviour, heavy workload and education policies. Further, Pang (2012) quoted a local
survey (conducted by DAB & HKFEW in 2006) involving 800 teachers’ responses that
led to the discovery that 90% of them expressed great concern about significant levels
of work pressure. Among them, 25% of teachers said that they worked about 71 hours
per week. Cheng (2009) also found that Hong Kong teachers worked more hours per

week than others in major cities of Asia. Specifically, they worked 67 hours in Hong



Kong, compared to 63 hours in Beijing, 63 hours in Macau, 55 hours in Shanghai and
50 hours in Taiwan (Cheng 2009:79).

He remarked that long working hours was the key reason that teachers resigned from
their job (ibid). He also referred to Ng et al. (2003), who found that in the United
Kingdom, teachers left their teaching posts because of the heavy workload of over 54
hours every week (Cheng 2009:79). Meanwhile, Tang presented qualitative research
data from 23 Hong Kong teachers and specifically noted that because of the recent
education reforms, lower birth rate and strong competition among schools, teachers
worked very hard for survival. The heavy workload made them “feel alienated... [which
was] difficult for the construction a sustainable professional identity” (Tang 2011:373).

She included quotes from teachers to provide a clear depiction of their work reality:

Excerpt — long working hours:

Teachers arrive at school before 8:00am. For two days in the week...teachers
need to come back before 7:40a.m. ...School hours finish at 3:00p.m. ...After
school hours, teachers run extra-curricular activities...Students leave school at
about 5:00p.m. Then teachers start working in the staff room...There are many
meetings...Teachers can only prepare teaching at home in the evening...Many
education reforms come together very quickly. We are really very busy (lan, a

novice teacher)

Excerpts — teachers’ low morale:

Every day, I work ‘like a cow’ without knowing where to go and getting
‘returns.’ It affects a lot, especially at the expense of students (Fred, a senior

teacher)
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There is no time to revise our teaching practices. How can we really produce
quality work? How can we be happy and have job satisfaction? (Eva, a novice

teacher)

Excerpt — no lesson preparation:

Every day | spend only 35 minutes in [the] classroom. Other than that, | work
on a lot of other things. There is no time for me to mark assignments and prepare
[for] teaching...I work very intensively. Yet | put less and less time [into]

teaching (Joe, a senior teacher) (in Tang 2011:373).

As these views indicate, teachers are not satisfied with their job as they work under
great pressure. In 2018, HKPTU collected 1836 teachers’ views about their work stress.
They found that 30% of teachers reported to have “moderately severe to severe
symptoms of depression” while over 10% showed “symptoms of severe depression”
(HKPTU 2018). Cheng (2009) argues that work pressure is having a negative effect on
the mental health and well-being of local teachers. To support this claim, he cited
findings from HKFEW (2004), HKPTU (2003) and Hong Kong Cosmo Physiotherapy
(2004)—specifically, 48.6% of teachers had lost their temper, 46.6% of them were
physically unwell and 50.9% of them suffered from insomnia (ibid). In fact, 37-56%
of teachers considered resigning from their jobs (HKPTU 2003; HKFEW 2004). Cheng
sharply pinpointed that “teachers’ morale was very low” (2009:79).

Although it is unknown how many local teachers have resigned from their teaching
posts because of the unfavourable school environment described, findings from
developed countries have confirmed the problematic situation in the field. As
Robertson described, “In many parts of the world, teaching found itself to be
undesirable profession” (2012:591). In addition to reporting the dropout rate of 25% of
novice teachers in United States and Australia, she contends that the global trend of

education policies intensifies problems in the inclusive classroom, fails teacher
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professionalism and leads to teacher burnout (ibid). As she explains, “Teachers leave
as they suffer from lack of autonomy and flexibility in addressing pedagogical issues
creativity” (Robertson 2012: 592). Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) also note that in the
United States, “40% of K-12 teachers are currently ‘disheartened’ with their job”
(2012:6).

Hong Kong teachers are also affected by the international trends of education reforms
(Cheng 2009; Forlin 2010). Bryant et al. criticize that the education reforms symbolize
the advancement of education system in Hong Kong but there is “lack of commitment
to addressing the challenges of supporting changes at the school front line” (2009:2).
Moreover, Cheng assessed that, “The challenges, difficulties, and work pressure were
inevitably increased very much beyond teachers’ capacity” (2009:77). In particular,
about 90% of teachers expressed their distress related to managing student diversity
(HKFEW 2015, 2016). Without sufficient support, how can teachers advance the

quality of education?

1.3 Aims of the Study

As discussed in Section 1.2.2, the Hong Kong Government has provided resource
grants and TDP to assist teachers to cope with the challenges of student diversity.
However, such measures are not practical enough to solve the contextual problems as
argued. Here, relevant literature suggests that engaging teachers in action research may
offer a possible solution (Feldman et al. 2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNIff et al.
2011; Stern et al. 2014; Rauch et al. 2014). Feldman et al. (2018) note that action
research has been popular for 50 years in the field. As its name suggests, it involves
action-based inquiry with teachers participating in systematic cycles of reflection, re-
planning of action, observation and evaluation gain effect on improving teaching

practice (ibid). Townsend elicits that,

...action research has been adopted across a range of professions as a means of
enhancing professional development through reflection and research informed
change (Campbell et al. 2004; Day 1999; Koshy 2005). This established a close
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relationship between action research and Schon’s (1991) notion of reflective
practice (Leith & Day 2000) (Townsend 2014: 8-9).

His emphasis on action research working through reflection and practice for change is
significant. This could just be what teachers in Hong Kong need for their professional
development, given the concern highlighted above in Section 1.2. Hence, the title of
this dissertation indicates the underpinning assumption behind this study with
Townsend and others, is to explore how action research, in which reflective actions (in
practice) are acted out deliberately by teacher-participants, might be used to improve,
I.e., change in ways that are positive, their responses to problems created by IE in

today’s classroom.

At this point, clarification has to be made that, firstly, this study is for in-service Hong
Kong teachers, not for pre-service student-teachers who have not yet received training
of the centralised professional TDP as mentioned in Section 1.2. That means the
teacher-participants of this study are experienced serving teachers who have completed
the said professional TDP but still find challenges with diverse needs of students in the

complex environment of classroom.

Secondly, according to the literature cited before, action research is for change in
professional practice (Feldman et al. 2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011,
Stern et al. 2014; Rauch et al. 2014). This unique form of action-based research “differs
from conventional research in that ultimate object is the development of practice and
not the production of knowledge” (Townsend 2014:8). Therefore, this study is not for
outsiders to understand the problem (from the data collected) so as to draw conclusion
for generating knowledge. Indeed, teacher-participants of this study are reflective
practitioners who make use of the specific approach of differentiated teaching (as they
have learnt in the training of the centralised TDP) to apply to their inclusive classroom

for the benefit of student learning. In saying this, other means or forms to promote
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teacher development, like coaching, mentoring, teachers’ networks, online

development and so on, are not included in this study.

For this reason, this study aims to: (a) improve classroom problems in regard to the
contextual issues as noted in Section 1.2; (b) achieve the government’s intended
outcomes that help enhance individual teachers’ professional development in respect
of inclusion policy of WSA. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) remark that professional
teachers learn continuously to give feedback to their teaching (action) and to think
reflectively always how to do it better (in teacher development). Based on this purpose,

the following two research questions are formulated:

(1) What change in action will the teachers make in relation to the application of

differentiated teaching to address diverse learning needs of students?

(2) What is/are the effect(s) of such the change in teacher professional development?

In describing the problems of the Hong Kong school environment (Section 1.2), it is
believed that teachers need support and growth in teacher development. Many
examples of action research have been reported in Western countries (Feldman et al.
2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011; Stern et al. 2014; Rauch et al. 2014),
but such research has rarely been applied to Chinese school culture regarding problems
of student diversity. Thus, the significance of this study is to contribute substantial
evidence of action research that improves professional practice of teachers in the
complexity of Hong Kong school context that enhances the quality of student learning.

1.4 Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation contains six chapters where the argument develops from Chapter 1.
In this first chapter, the scene has been set as it describes the problematic background
that causes teachers to face challenges related to the diverse learning needs of students.

It discusses the unfavourable circumstances and gives reasons for conducting action
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research for change. Chapter 2 presents a review of literature on the notions of action
research and argues why action research is the answer for Hong Kong teachers. It not

only provides examples but also establishes the basis for the theme of the study.

In alignment with the aim of the study, Chapter 3 explains the research methodology,
which includes the rationale for the implementation of action research in response to
the contextual problems, as articulated in Chapter 1. In addition to detailing the design
of the action research and data collection, Chapter 3 discusses the positioning, ethical
issues and action research validity. Chapter 4 reports the research findings of the
teachers’ process of change for improving the problems during the six research cycles.
Chapter 5 focuses on the teacher-participants’ change in action and answers the first
research question (Section 5.1). Moreover, it includes a thematic analysis of how action
research induces an effect on teacher development and thus provides an answer to the
second research question (Section 5.2). Chapter 6 concludes this empirical study and
highlights the effects of collaborative action research, such as its contribution to
problem solving as well as teacher development. The limitations and recommendations

are noted at the end of the chapter.

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter introduces the background of the contextual problems of student diversity,
insufficient support for classroom practice and teachers’ low morale, in which it gives
the reasons for implementing action research to address the issues (Section 1.1 and
Section 1.2). It also details the aims of the study and the two research questions (Section
1.3). Section 1.4 outlines the structure of the dissertation. As a whole, it serves as the

basis of discussion for the following chapters.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
As stated in Chapter 1, the aim of this study is to support teachers in their ability to

meet the needs of pupils with SEN in the classroom, given the preconditions of a WSA
to inclusion. Having already reviewed the policy in regard to WSA adopted in Hong
Kong school context, the purpose of this chapter is to review relevant literature on
action research, its definitions, its characteristics and its effects on teacher development.
The main concern of this study will be action research, and its potential to address the
specific challenges described in Chapter 1. In other words, this chapter simultaneously
constructs a basis for the conceptual framework of the research methodology outlined

in Chapter 3 and the thematic analysis undertaken in Chapter 5.

2.1 Definitions of Action Research

Action research can be literally defined as research on one’s own action. It is a self-
regulating system for research practitioners to take actions for change. As Reason et al.
explain, “Action research is an umbrella term for a variety of practical and intellectual
efforts for change” (2008:696). It helps professionals to resolve problems. Feldman et
al. articulate that over the past 50 years, action research has been popular in the field
of education, health care services, social work and other disciplines. They promote that
action research is an innovative research method and effective for “coping with the

challenges and problem of practice” (Feldman et al. 2018:6).

According to Lorino, Kurt Lewin was “the father of action research” (2018:295). In the
1940s, as a psychologist, Lewin worked with a wide range of the population such as
immigrants, factory workers and professional researchers in the form of action-oriented
research for investigation and problem resolution. He formulated a loop of action-
model which included three basic elements of: “planning”, “action” and “results of
action” (Lewin 1946:35-38). He described the model operated with a feedback system
as: ““...a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action and
fact-finding about the result of action" (ibid). He stressed that through “fact-finding”

(ibid), research practitioners learned from evaluating past actions that provided the
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necessary insight to modifying the new actions of an “overall plan” for change (ibid).
He believed that going through this process of “changing” (by actions) was the effective
way for problem solving (Lewin 1946, 1958). His loop model has successfully
established the concept of an action research system over the decades. Lorino (2018)
mentioned that Lewin’s followers (his students and fellow researchers) shaped this
concept of process of change and elicited that, action research provided a model for
utilizing scientific methodology in improving processes of practical problem solving.
It also provided a model for inducing change by collaborative and scientific means
(Bradford et al. 1964:13).

In consideration of the above, action research is the scientific action for inquiry that
comprises observation, implementation and evaluation for change. This idea of a
process of change corresponds to the well-known American psychologist and educator,
John Dewey. He (1938) advocated the “theory of inquiry” which was a process of
inquiry for the “transformation of an indeterminate situation” (1938:108). According
to Dewey, people within the same contextual situation take the “intelligent actions”
(1947:37) of observation, adaptation and reflection to make changes for improvement.
He offered this explanation, “reflection involves not simply a sequence of ideas, but a
consequence — a consecutive ordering in such a way that each idea determines the next
as its proper outcome, while each outcome in turn leans back on, or refers to, its

predecessors” (Dewey 1933:4).

His theory of inquiry (ibid) influenced another American scholar: Schon. In 1983,
Schon published his remarkable book, The Reflective Practitioners, to promote the idea
of reflective inquiry for improving professional practice. He considers that reflection
induces change in action, which helps improve professional practice. Lorino (2018)
noted that Lewin’s action process system inspired Schon. His notions of “reflection-
on-action” as well as “reflection-in-action” (Schon 1983) provide further explanations
for action research. He specified that, “In this reflective conversation, the practitioner’s

effort to solve the unformed problem vyields new discoveries which call for new
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reflection-in-action. The process spirals through stages of appreciation, action and
reappreciation. The unique and uncertain situation comes to be understood through the
attempt to change it, and changed through the attempt to understand it” (Schon
1983:132).

He informs us that reflection can bring actionable changes in practice when the
practitioners come to understand the problematic situation through “reflection-in-
action” (ibid). They then take action to solve a problem. Notably, in Hong Kong schools,
teachers seldom have time for reflection. As described in Chapter 1, they primarily
focus on finishing textbook materials and assigning a lot of homework to students
(Bryant et al. 2009). They lack opportunities to reflect on their actions, to examine
classroom problems and to adjust actions for improvement. That is why they need

action research and Carr et al. explained that,

Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants
in social (including educational) situations in order to improve the rationality
and justice of (a) their own social or educational practices, (b) their
understanding of these practices and (c) the situations in which these practices
are carried out (Carr et al. 1986:162).

Somekh describes this as “self-reflective enquiry” (2006:14) which he identifies as the
“research instrument” (ibid) which can self-account for “meaning making” through
research-practitioners’ own actions. Elliot provides a further perspective on this remark,
defining action research as “the study of a social situation with a view to improving the
quality of action within it” (1991:69). The value of action research on this model is its
capacity “to feed practical judgment” in ways that help “people to act more intelligently
and skillfully” (ibid). Thus, the relationship between theory and practice shifts. As
Elliot concludes, “‘theories’ are not validated independently and then applied in
practice. They are validated through practice” (ibid).
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In line with the problematic situation of Hong Kong, if the government intends to
improve the “quality of action” (ibid) of local teachers, action research is recommended.
As the above scholars suggest, it is the effective way to empower teachers to make
change for problem resolution. For a further exploration of the concept of action
research, its characteristics are discussed in Section 2.2.

2.2 Characteristics of Action Research

Action research is a unique research paradigm with distinctive characteristics, detailed

in the sub-sections below.

2.2.1 Reflection-Based Inquiry

Reflection is the basis for action research inquiry. Practitioners who engage in action
research take a process of reflection in which they give feedback to their actions. While
they practice this reflective action for evaluation, they investigate their problems within
the context of real situation. Schon elaborated that, “When someone reflects-in-action,
he becomes a researcher in the practice context...he frames a problematic situation. He
does not separate thinking from doing, ratiocinating his way to a decision which he
must later convert to action. Because his experimenting is a kind of action,

implementation is built into his inquiry” (1983:68).

Influenced by Dewey, Schon believes that inquiry takes place because practitioners
decide to conduct experiments to solve problems in which they employ critical thinking
that involves ‘“searching, hunting, enquiring” (Deweyl1933:12). These reflective
actions are not limited to account for the taken actions as “reflection-on-action” (Schon
1983). Rather, Schon conveys that reflection begins within the process of action, which
is “reflection-in-action” (ibid). According to him, practitioners think intuitively to
connect some ideas with the “theories-in-use” in which they make new discoveries and
decisions for change (Farrell 2013:36). This “reflection-in-action” not only deepens

their understanding of the situational problem but also leads to “a dialogue of thinking
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and doing” within the process of practicing (Schon 1983:31). Wellington categorises
reflective dialogue and practice as having three modes: a) “reflection as an instrument
to direct or control practice” (technical mode); b) “reflection to inform practice”
(deliberative mode) and c¢) “reflection to transform practice” (dialectical mode)
(1996:308). Without reflection, action research cannot proceed because reflective
“thinking and doing” (Schon 1983) leads to the transformation of practice. Farrell
emphasises that action research helps enhance the quality of teaching and learning. As
he stated, reflection enables teachers “to be on guard against blindly following routine
and by acting more deliberately about what they [teachers] will teach, why they teach
it, when they will teach it, and what the impact of their teaching was” (Farrell 2013:133).

Therefore, supporting Hong Kong teachers’ engagement in continuous reflection-based
inquiry can help them avoid blindly following the set textbook materials to prepare
students for exams (Bryant et al. 2009; Yeung 2010). It will enable them to change
their classroom teaching methods to better cater for students’ diverse needs. Reflection
is an important component of change and a key aspect of the process system of action
research (Lewin 1958).

2.2.2 Spiral Form of the System

The second characteristic of action research as we will shortly see is the on-going
cycles of actions in spiral form. As noted in Section 2.1, Lewin’s system of change
consists of “a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action
and fact-finding about the result of action” (1958:201). Kemmis refers to a series of
actions: “planning, acting, observing, reflecting, replanning, further action, further
observation, and further reflection” (1985:156). Figure 1 illustrates the cyclical actions

as below:
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Figure 1: The action research spiral (from Griffiths 1990:43)

As shown in the above diagram, where a longitudinal spiral of action research is
undertaken over an extended period of time this runs through “a cyclical process” for
problem resolution (Hagevik et al. 2012:675). Armstrong argues that systematic action
research continues “in a never ending process” (1991:58) until achieving the goal of
the research. The continuous running of the spirals is depicted in Figure 2. In this case,
as a small-scale study conducted by an individual researcher, this extended form of

action research is not particularly suitable.

7

Figure 2: An image of the on-going cycles of action research

(from Whitehead and Lomax 1987:181)

Apart from the above horizontal running of the spirals, Armstrong presents another

form of downward moving of the spirals as follows:
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Figure 3: The downward moving of the spirals (from Armstrong 1991:58)

Lewis et al. captured this systematic concept of moving spirals and reported their 6-
year longitudinal action research in 2009. What they did was about a school-based
project of lesson study in an American suburban school: Highlands Elementary School
(with about 400 K-5 pupils). Altrichter and Posch identify that lesson study is “a form
of “institutionalised action research” (2014:20), which helps build up research culture
for professional teacher development. Their research team applied such the downward
spirals of action research to improve learning and teaching in the subjects of

Mathematics, Science and Language of Arts.

From 2000 to 2006, teachers of the school formed groups (of 3-6 persons) to participate
in an annual research study. In addition to class observation, group reflection and the
co-planning of actions, the school principal updated the action research data every
month to re-plan actions “for the year-long lesson study work” (2009:2). Their reports
showed evidence of teachers’ improved and deeper understanding of their teaching
practice. However, information about the research goal of each group and the
adjustment of the re-planned actions each month was absent in the report. In other
words, the evidence shown for change in action within each cycle of the spiral system
did not clearly explain how the principal and the teachers made prompt actions to

address problems in each month throughout the year of the research period.
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Although the downward spirals (ibid) aid in illustrating the idea of an in-depth
investigation of action research, an upward direction portrays its functions more
preciously. This is because besides understanding the problem more deeply, action
research also helps inspire insights to initiate change for improving practice (Elliot
1991). As Schon explains, “the process of spirals” runs through “stages of appreciation,
action and reappreciation” (1983:132). Moreover, Lesjak notes that careful and steady
reflective actions can aspire “the new mode” of a changing pattern (2014:80). With the
stable and observable improvement, the effects of actions lead to enlightenment, hope
and vision within the research period of cycles. Figure 4 (below) depicts the spirals for
higher levels of achievement.

Reflect

R

Cycle 6
e-act
Cycle 5
Cycle 4
Cycle 3
Re-act
Cycle 2
Cycle 1

Figure 4: The upward spirals - illustrating that action research aims at reaching

a higher level of achievement
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Hagevik et al. (2012) shared their enlightenment of positive outcomes of the upward
spirals of action research. They argued that even the student-teachers who had limited
teaching experience could gain insights to improve their teaching practice through
action research. In order to get started the research effectively, they designed a 3-stage
plan for implementation. In Stage 1 (preparation stage), they offered training to prepare
20 student-teachers for engaging into the study at the beginning of the first semester of
the year. In Stage 2, the student-teachers tried out the action plan as a teaching practice
during four to six weeks, from January to February. In Stage 3, as scheduled in March-
April, they evaluated their teaching experience “by reflecting on the data, revisiting
beliefs and theory, and planning informed future actions” (Hagevik et al. 2012:678).
They found these student-teachers gained a rewarding learning experience and were
able to more critically “reflect upon and examine their beliefs about teaching and

learning and many gained insights...in their thinking” (2012:682).

Their achievement illustrated the upward direction of action research spirals from the
collaborative research team. Unfortunately, their research project stopped at Stage 3 of
the year (in April) and the re-planning of action was not implemented for further tryout.
Nevertheless, within the teaching practice in Stage 2, these pre-service teachers were
able to reflect, to observe and to adapt teaching methods they mentioned in the report.
However, Hagevik et al. (2012) did not describe their change in action on a daily or
weekly basis during the teaching period in January-February. Their report was not clear

and detailed enough to present the concept of “reflection-in-action” (Schon 1983).

In Hong Kong, Chan Wai-sing (2009) also produced a longitudinal study of action
research for his doctoral degree programme in education. The study was carried out,
stage-by-stage, within one academic school year in a local secondary school. Although
he presented an overall effect of action research, he did not show the immediate actions
taken week by week or cycle by cycle for change. Even in higher education setting,
Wong (2009), who led a research team working in separate stages from September
2007 to May 2008 at University of Ambrose University College at Calgary of Canada,
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did not explain clearly about change in action of the faculty members in reporting their

action research outcomes.

Indeed, there are numerous projects of action research in the field, but most studies
have reported on the one-off spiral of “reflection-on-action” (Schon 1983). Only a few
studies have shown how teachers have thought intuitively to make prompt responses or
changes within the process of teaching. As mentioned in Section 2.2.1, intuition is
important for change. According to Schon (1983), practitioners are able to think and to
make decisions for immediate change within the practising moment of “reflection-in-

action” (ibid).

As such, this study intends to display a full-loop of action research with the continuous
upward spirals, like the one illustrated in Figure 4, to demonstrate the positive effect of
“reflection-on-action” as well as “reflection-in-action” (ibid). Reports of the teacher-
practitioners’ change in action will be clearly presented (in Chapter 4) cycle by cycle
within the research period.

2.2.3 Collaborative Participation

Action research is also distinct from other research methods due to its involvement of
partner(s) to participate in the study. As the practitioners alone may not be fully aware
of their engaged situations, in order to widen the profile of observations and reflections,
it is necessary to work with research practitioners as “co-researchers” (Lomax 1995:
51). These “critical friends” (Day et al. 1993:18) who take part in the reflection-based
inquiry share moments of elation, stress and/or difficulties during the process of action
research. Hanlon describes the sharing moment between practitioners and researchers
as a counseling process in which, through reflections, they work together to “try out

appropriate actions” (1991:219) for adjustments. Greenwood et al. describe that,

Action research is participatory because action research aims to alter the initial

situation of the group, organization, or community in the direction of a more
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self-managing, liberated, and sustainable state. What is defined as a liberated
state varies from one practitioner to another...people together establish the
action research agenda, generate the knowledge necessary to transform the
situation, and put the results to work. Action research is a participatory process
in which every one involved takes some responsibility (2007:6).

Therefore, within collaborative action research, practitioners and co-researchers define
problems, set goals and reach consensus for actions. As Reason et al. state, “Co-
researchers test practices and gather evidence; in reflection stages they make sense
together and plan further actions™ (2008:1). For instance, Goodnough (2001) conducted
collaborative action research with science teachers in an elementary school. She
postulated that action research served as the “vehicle for teacher development”
(2001:37) because she could obtain a positive effect from the collaborative research
team. Further, Farrell (2013) invited three English teachers who were Canadian to
participate into a two-year project of collaborative action research. As he concluded,
“All three teachers said that they felt that while writing [their reflections], they had a
heightened sense of awareness of what they do every day and gave them clarity to see
their successes and failures in and out of the classroom” (2013:153). Lewis et al. (2009),
as mentioned in Section 2.2.2, formed an action research team in an elementary school
for a collaboration lesson study. Moreover, Wong (2009) launched an action research
team that involved six faculty members who worked collaboratively for best practices
in their university from 2006 to 2008. Further, Hagevik et al. (2012) recruited 20
student-teachers for a collaborative project to enhance their teaching practice. Over the
years, a variety of successful action research projects have applied its participatory
collaboration work to improve professional practice. (Altrichter et al. 2008; Feldman
et al. 2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011; Stern et al. 2014; Rauch et al.
2014).
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2.2.4 Functional Use

According to Day (1995), action research exhibits functional use for self-evaluation. It
arouses awareness of a knowledge system, explores reasons for motivation, fosters a
critical mind, assesses the quality of teaching and generates educational theories.
People perform action research due to experiencing a problem that occurs in their daily
practice (Reason et al. 2008). Feldman et al. (2018) specify that action research is for
supporting practitioners to deal with challenges. They reflect that with the past fifty
years of research experience, professionals in different kinds of disciplines have
recognized its functional use. In particular, they assert that, “teachers are able to do this

successfully and can achieve remarkable results” (Feldman et al. 2018:6).

As noted in Chapter 1, the problem of student diversity makes Hong Kong teachers
feel under great pressure. It negatively affects their well-being and leads to low
morale. Teachers using action research simply aim at improving their classroom
practice (McNiff et al. 2011). Through continuous reflective inquiry (Dewey 1938),
they come to know-what (practice) and know-why (theory) for problem solving as
well as to create a “new theory of practice” (McNiff et al. 2005:4) and/or “to
generate new knowledge, which feeds into new theory” (McNiff et al. 2011:14).

To implement such the useful action research, researchers need to prepare carefully
for the action plan as pitfalls sometimes are noticeable. First, it is about the time
factor. Action research is not the one-off survey nor interview to collect views from
serving teachers, nor even a single class visit of lesson observation. It is a scientific
research activity in the long-run that operates with a series of experimental actions
engaged in several rounds of the research spirals (see Section 2.2.1 and Section
2.2.2). Doing action research is time consuming. The researchers have to organize
the action plan with the school principals and teachers precisely according to their
school calendar, teaching schedules as well as the subject-scheme of work within
the academic year in order to make sure that the research spirals can keep running
to complete the scheduled period of time. In field experience, under some

circumstances, action research projects are interrupted by ad hoc school events,
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unexpected diseases or bad weather. In that case, data cannot be collected as

planned and it might risk to be ended with no effects.

Second, for action research aiming at improving professional practice, it requires
committed actions of the research-participants. In collaborative action research,
for instance, teachers and researchers have to commit themselves for continuous
investigations, interventions and evaluations (Section 2.2.3). Making changes for
improvement is not easy in field experience. Effectiveness of doing action research
depends upon the committed efforts among the co-researchers to deal with
difficulties, such as limited resources. Therefore, good rapport building within the
research team is crucial for achieving the designated goals of problem solving.
Without mutual understanding or insufficient communication, it is hard to get a

positive outcome. For doing action research, it is challenging.

Yet, carrying out action research is a learning process in teacher development. As
Elliot affirms, “It [action research] unifies inquiry, the improvement of
performance and the development of persons in their professional role” (1991: 52).
That is the reason why action research is selected to increase Hong Kong teachers’
capacity to deal with the challenge of student diversity, to improve their classroom
practice and to sustain their personal growth and professional development in a
complex school environment (Greenwood et al. 2007). Throughout the years, the
functional use of action research for teacher development has been noted in

relevant literature. In the next Section 2.3, this topic is explored in detail.

2.3 Professional Teacher Development

According to Farrell (2013), the notion of teacher professional development has led to

extensive discussions in the field for several decades. In most universities over the

world, programmes for professional teacher development are generally designed for

initial teacher training (ITT) in respect to pedagogical knowledge and skills acquisition
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(Joyce et al. 1980; Bolam 1987). Goodlad (1990) noted that the ITT programmes had

the following aims:
1. to prepare teachers to enculturate the young into a political democracy;

2. to provide teachers with the necessary intellectual tools and subject-matter

knowledge;

3. to insure that teachers have a solid initial grounding in pedagogy;

4. to develop in teachers the beginning levels of the knowledge and skills
Required to run our schools.
(in Fullan 1992:115).

For pre-service teachers, gaining pedagogical knowledge and skills from ITT
programmes is essential because they need the basic qualifications for teaching. In
England, when the General Teaching Council (GTC) for England existed, it made
statements concerning teacher learning, promoting the value of continuous professional
development (CPD). The Council stated that teachers after entering into teaching career

have responsibility for their own continuous professional development in ways that,

they [teachers] reflect on their own practice, develop their skills, knowledge and
expertise, and adapt their teaching appropriately to take account of evidence about

effective practice and new technology (GTC 2006:3).

The GTC recognized formally the need for teachers to remain updated constantly in
their professional knowledge and understanding in order to better serve the community.
As noted in Chapter 1, the contextual problem of student diversity exists in our Hong
Kong community. We need professional teachers to deliver good quality of teaching
and contribute their knowledge and experience to curriculum development for school
effectiveness (Cheng 1997, 2000, 2009; Day 1985, 1990, 1994; Elliott 1991; Fullan
1992, 1993; Hargreaves 1994; Hopkins 1989). However, Robertson (2012) asserts that
the inclusion policy making teacher deprofessionalism. She comments that the issue of

student diversity has caused 25% of novice teachers (those with fewer than five years
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of teaching experience) to resign from their teaching career in the United States and
Australia (Robertson 2012). In addition, Hargreaves & Fullan (2012) indicate that 40%

of K-12 American teachers are “disheartened”.

In Hong Kong, recent surveys reveal that teachers have considered to leave their
teaching career because their mental health has deteriorated (Tang 2011; Pang 2012;
HKPTU 2018). This problematic situation informs us that teachers lack support and
they seem to have no learning of how to teach efficiently in such the dilemma of
inclusive classroom. Indeed, her saying echoes Fessler’s (1995:179) argument that
teachers may choose “Career Exit” due to the unfavourable “environmental condition”
(ibid). He proposes that teachers may experience different stages of their career cycle
in which there is a dynamic force influencing their career cycle. In Figure 5, an

illustration of the dynamic flow model is provided.
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Figure 5: Dynamics of the Teacher Career Cycle (in Fessler 1995:180)
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These environmental factors include both personal and organizational factors that may
have positive interactions but may negatively interfere with teachers’ career cycle. He
considers that there are “alternative career options experienced by teachers at various
stages” (Fessler 1995:176). The stages include: Pre-service, Induction, Competency
building, Enthusiastic and growing, Career frustration, Career stability, Career wind-
down, Career exit (ibid). This “Career exit” correspondingly presents a way out of
“Extinction” in Hall’s model (1992) in Figure 6. Although Hall describes the cycle as
an organisational life cycle, the model could apply to teachers’ personal career cycle

as we can see the “Crisis Period” (ibid) occurred in the figure shown below:
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Figure 6: Hall’s organisational life cycle (in Day et. al.1993:48)

This up-flow and down-flow motions illustrate the inter-related factors of macro and
micro influences on working cycles. Farrell (2013) reminds us that this kind of inter-
related flowing cycle is identified after the 1990s in literature. Before that period of
time, scholars would like to postulate a developmental progression which was “linear
in nature” (Farrell 2013:19). That said, before the 1990s discussion on teacher career

cycle was central to skill development from stages to stages (ibid). This study, however,
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is concerned about the critical period of contextual problem of student diversity (in
Hong Kong school environment) as the dynamic force of factor (as the figure shown
above) influencing teachers’ choice of survival or withdrawal rather than the

progression stages of teacher career development in history.

For this reason, reviews on the linear progressive cycles, concerning competency-based
development of teacher before the 1990s are briefly cited. For example, Fuller
displayed a model of four stages of teacher development as: “Pre-teaching”, “Early
concerns about survival”, “Teaching situations” and “Concerns about pupils” (in Fuller
et al. 1975). In the first phase of the model, Fuller et al. described that student-teachers
and new graduates were concerned about instructional practices as they experienced
the substantial changing stage from “Pre-teaching” to the second phase of “Early
concern about survival” in which they came to realise the complexity of actual
classroom practice (ibid). In the third stage, “Teaching situations”, teachers were aware

of their self-efficacy. In the fourth stage, “Concerns about pupils”, teachers focused

more on student learning (ibid).

His model has influenced certain scholars who have shown an interest in this area as
well as in adult learning (Katz 1972; Gregorc 1973; Ryan et al. 1979; Feiman et al.
1981; Burden 1982; Leithwood 1990; Oja 1989). For instance, Elliot (1993) described
that Dreyfus (1981) suggested a competency development of “Experiential
Professional Learning”, in which learners developed their skills in four phases: first,
from “novice to advanced beginner”; second, from “advanced beginner to competent”;
third, from “competent to proficient”; and fourth, from “proficiency to expertise”
(Elliot 1993:75-76). On other hand, Leithwood identified five stages of the career cycle
with different skills developed spontaneously in the aspect of professional expertise:
(1) “launching the career”; (2) “stabilising: developing mature commitment”; (3) “new
challenges and concerns”; (4) “reaching a professional plateau”; and (5) “preparing for
retirement: focusing” (in Day et al. 1993:44). Bolam (1990:153) also labelled five

stages as: the preparatory stage, the appointment stage, the induction stage, the in-
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service stage, and the transitional stage. Kremer-Hayon & Fessler (1991) classified
nine stages of career cycle: pre-service, induction, competency, building, enthusiasm
and growth, career frustration, stability and stagnation, career wind-down, career exit
(in Day 1997:40).

As listed above, Day argued that these linear progressive models were “over simplistic
and impractical” (1997:41) for describing teacher development from one stage to
another. He believes that teachers learn by experiencing substantial “dynamic” and
“multidimensional” situations (ibid). Additionally, Van Manen comments that tact
develops from internalised norms and knowledge and is then expressed in actions, such
as in “interactive teaching-learning situations” (1995:41). That said teachers need
continuous learning within the ever-changing school environment. This is the focus of
this study - how teachers learn through action research for improving the situational

problems in today’s inclusive classroom.

2.3.1 Teachers as Learners

With reference to Fullan, professional teacher development underpins a concept of
“teacher-as-learner” (1995:262). He emphasizes that in-Service experienced teachers
need to learn continuously as the “change” agents. He elicits that, “Teachers are no
longer just in the conservation business; they are in the change business” (1995:257).
Teacher learning involves building up their vision through self-reflection, action-based
inquiry, mastery of knowledge and skills with collaboration with others to improve
teaching practice (ibid). He conceives that teacher development is life-long learning.
That is, professional teachers learn continuously throughout their career life for how to

teach better in this “unpredictable” social environment. He stresses that,

professional development must be reconceptualized as continuous learning, highly
integrated with the moral task of making a difference in the lives of diverse students

under conditions of somewhat chaotic complexity (Fullan 1995:257).
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In this concern, Altrichter and Posch (2014) point out that teacher learning roots in
reflection. In particular, they place emphasis on promoting action research for
professional teacher development. It is because action research empowers teachers to
yield “constructive view of learning and formative feedback” to their teaching (2014:8).
Farrell also indicates that teachers after years of teaching need to “step back to consider
their own personal professional development” (2013:18). In this regard, he maps out
areas of: “subject-matter knowledge, pedagogical expertise, self-awareness,
understanding of learners, understanding of curriculum and materials, and career
advancement” for professional development (2013:18-19). Particularly, the areas of
understanding of learners, curriculum and teaching materials (ibid) are exactly the
contents of teacher training programme that Hong Kong teachers need to learn in the

centralized TDP as argued Chapter 1.

Current Issue

As outlined in Chapter 1, since 2008, the Hong Kong Government has held teacher
development programme (TDP) for teacher learning how to cater for students with SEN.
However, over the years, the problematic situations have still been prevailing in local
schools. Although Chao et al. (2017) found that after attending the centralised TDP,
teachers regarded their self-efficacy in applying the learned strategies to their
classrooms as positive, the majority (about 90%) of local teachers still felt distressed
when managing student diversity in normal schools (HKFEW 2015, 2016). In fact,
Chao et al.’s claim that teacher efficacy has a positive effect is debatable. They
reviewed questionnaires from 322 teachers who completed a five-day centralised TDP
in 2013-2014. The teacher-participants were asked to complete a pre-test questionnaire
on Monday (Day 1) and a post-test questionnaire on Friday (Day 5), the last day of
TDP. The teachers indicated their “perceived self-efficacy” (in terms of teaching and
learning and classroom management) by choosing the range from 1 to 9 levels (Chao
et al. 2017:364). According to Chao et al., teachers’ “confidence in teaching students
with SEN were significantly improved following the training programme” (ibid).
However, their claimed effect on the increased self-efficacy of teachers was based on
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anticipation rather than action. It was because these 322 teachers had not yet been back
to their schools for teaching but were asked to evaluate the “impact” on application
skills at practical level (ibid). Their so-called “confidence” (ibid) did not bring out any
observable changes in try-out actions. Without practising, how can teachers reflect on
their efficacy when teaching children with SEN in ordinary classroom?

In contrast, Bruce et al. (2008) provided a good example of how to prove teacher
efficacy in teacher development. As they explained, “Over several years of research,
we develop[ed] and tested a model of teacher change in which teacher efficacy is the
central mediator between experience and action” (Bruce et al. 2008:348). In other
words, teacher efficacy relates to teachers’ actions and some observable and/or
measurable changes that teachers can experience. It is not based on anticipation; rather,
it involves “a series of activities and relationships that influence how teachers judge
their capacity to impact student learning and achievement, set goals and persist in
meeting those goals” (ibid). According to Bruce et al. (2008), “teachers with high

efficacy” are more likely to make changes that improve student learning.

However, Chao et al. asked teachers to judge their self-efficacy based on presumptions
with no actions and no evidence, from level 1 to level 9, on the last day (Day 5) of TDP.
If Chao et al. intended to investigate whether or not teacher efficacy increased after the
TDP, why not they collected the data when teachers had returned to their schools? If
they did so, it certainly would have been hard for them to get the return of teachers’
questionnaires. It is understandable that teachers are too busy to offer responses as they
have heavy workload every day (Tang 2011; Pang 2012). That is the point Girvan et al.
argue that the traditional TDPs are so informative that cannot help teachers effectively
make changes to their practice. As they state, “Professional development which
actively engages the learner within their own professional context is more beneficial
than passive attendance” (Girvan et al. 2016:132). Teachers need the opportunity to
practise reflective change through actions (ibid). Indeed, this is what Dewey believes

that teachers reconstruct their experience as “learning by doing” (1938:77). Moreover,
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Lesjak (2014) conveys that learning comes from the process of change while teachers
do something new for improvement. Hence, action research provides room for teachers

to reflect, to plan and to adapt teaching practice. As Lesjak explains,

In this context Action Learning is a custom-fit form of learning, directly related to
the relevant action; it requires careful supervision on one hand, and a slow and
steady leading of the participants towards the new mode of perception and solving

of problems on their own — a change of pattern (2014:80).

In that regard, conducting action research does make sense to lead teacher change in
learning how to deal with the problem of student diversity in today’s classroom. As
Feldman et al. specify (2018), over the past fifty years, teachers in the field have
successfully demonstrated using action research for teacher development. Teachers
learn effectively to improve their practice not through passively attending the TDP but

through actively participating in action research (Girvan et al. 2016).

2.3.2 Parameters of Professional Teacher Development

According to Evans (2002), the dimensions of professional teacher development can
be referred to two elements: attitudinal development and functional development. She
determines that both elements involve reflective change in action of teachers. Her
meaning of attitudinal development is about motivational and intellectual knowledge
development (ibid). The functional development, on the other hand, is about teaching
process of “doing” (ibid). These two dimensions are indeed related to three areas of
knowledge, attitude and practice. As Day remarked, the parameters of professional

development can be described as below:

It is the process by which, alone and with others, teachers review, renew and extend
their commitment as change agents to the moral purposes of teaching; and by which

they acquire and develop critically the knowledge, skills, planning and practice

with children, young people and colleagues through each phase of their teaching
lives (Day 1999:4).
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These three aspects of knowledge, skills (practice) and attitude are important for Hong
Kong teachers’ professional development. Back to the issue of contextual problem of
student diversity (as explained in Chapter 1), teachers learning the approach of
differentiated teaching is essential. That is why the EDB has been facilitating the
centralized professional TDP for teachers’ learning about this approach for thirteen
years. However, only attending the TDP is not effective enough to improve teaching at
practice level (Girvan et al. 2016). That said, it is believed that through action research,
getting teachers to know-what and to know-how to apply differentiated teaching to
classroom practice for problem solving is the resolution (Altrichter et al. 2008;
Feldman et al. 2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011; Stern et al. 2014;
Rauch et al. 2014).

As argued before, action research can make a difference in yielding meaningful change
for improving teaching practice in professional teacher development (ibid). Goodnough
deems that action research is like “a vehicle for teacher development” (2001:37). It is,
as Townsend ascertains, an effective means for “enhancing professional development
through reflection and research informed change” (2014:8). Thus, the paragraphs
below explore how this study attempts to enhance professional teacher development in
terms of knowledge, skills and attitude as the aspects discussed above. Meanwhile,
effect of the “informed change” (ibid) on professional teacher development will be
critically analysed in parallel to these three parameters in Chapter 5. In fact, our
government correspondingly defines these three aspects as the core dimensions of
continuous professional development (CPD). It specifies that the aim of facilitating
CPD is “to equip the teaching profession with the necessary knowledge, skills, values
and attitudes for meeting the challenges of the new era” (Committee on Professional
Development of Teachers and Principals, EDB 2015:22). Therefore, the contents of
these three parameters in regard to solving the problem of student diversity (described

in Chapter 1) are detailed in the sections that follow.
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2.3.2.1 Knowledge (Differentiated Teaching)

Differentiated teaching is an approach that teachers adjust lesson contents, modify
teaching materials and vary different tasks and activities to meet different learning
needs of students (Tomlinson 1998, 2001, 2014; Lawrence-Brown 2004, Byers 2004).
With reference to Tomlinson, “Differentiation is a model designed to guide teaching
that provides equity of access to excellence for every student” (2014:27). She believes
that every student has ability to learn and individual differences of students found in
real classroom is normal (ibid). Since the late 1990s, she has published books and
research reports, contributing to a differentiation model in the field. During the years,
she has demonstrated several school-based projects leading school administers and

teachers learning how to facilitate differentiated teaching to benefit student learning.

For this reason, teachers of Hong Kong attending the centralized TDP have opportunity
to study this knowledge (principles and examples of differentiated teaching) according
to the government documentation (see Chapter 1). Her differentiation model reflects a
belief that human beings are different (Tomlinson 1998, 2001, 2014). She emphasizes
that teacher learning how different students learning in different ways is crucial for
establishing an inclusive environment for all learners. She articulates that
differentiation contains three ways of variations in contents/curriculum, teaching
process and learning products (tasks/activities) (ibid). Differentiated teaching can only
takes place when teachers are able to see students’ individual differences in their

learning profiles, interests and readiness (ibid).

Having said that, what teachers need to do in differentiated teaching is to modify the
one-size-fits-all curriculum by varying tasks and activities to best fit diverse needs of
students studying in the same classroom. This approach is vital for teacher development.
In her earlier publication, she argued that the “hallmark” (Tomlinson 2001:9) of
professional teaching was concerned with how teachers exhibited a high quality, multi-
approach to respond to students’ different learning profiles, interests and readiness in

the “mixed-ability” classroom (ibid). She remarked that,
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A benchmark of teacher development is the point that at which the teacher has
become secure and comfortable with classroom management. Fear of losing control
of student behaviour is a major obstacle for many teachers in establishing a flexible
classroom. Teachers who differentiate instruction quickly point out that, if anything,
they exert more leadership in their classrooms, not less (Tomlinson 2001:2).

What she considers about benchmarking the teacher development is in relation to how
well teachers can use the approach of differentiated teaching to get student learning
effectively in a good manageable way. This is actually what Hong Kong teachers need
to achieve and the purpose of this study (as argued in Chapter 1). Over the years,
Tomlinson and her fellow researchers have demonstrated how to develop the school-
based development projects. Specifically, they suggest differentiating curriculum
contents and instruction as well as facilitating various kinds of “avenues” for students
to approach the process of learning (Tomlinson et al. 1998; Tomlinson 2001). In 2008,
they gave examples of two different schools in which they practised the principle of
differentiation for teacher development. They found that teachers in the elementary and
high schools were able to learn making “change in classroom instruction that benefitted
a broad range of student in their schools” (Tomlinson et al. 2008:77). She determines
that differentiation is an effective means to include all learners with different abilities
learning together (Tomlinson 2001, 2014).

In 2011, Vassiliki et al. used Tomlinson’s differentiated principle to conduct qualitative
research on students’ learning of English in Athens. Their study involved six sections
of differentiated teaching in an inclusive classroom where pupils in Primary 4 were the
second language learners. They developed two levels of creative writing tasks as one
for the six children with SEN and the other for normal pupils. They were glad to find
“the effectiveness of differentiated teaching in helping students with SEN cope with
their learning difficulties” (2011:73). In addition, they noticed that children with SEN
became confident in learning and “began to eliminate their negative feelings about their

performance” (ibid). Their positive research experience serves as evidence of the
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positive effect of differentiation. In addition to setting different levels of teaching goals,
Byers (2004) suggested that differentiation also applied to the structure of curriculum,
the sequence of instruction, learning paces and grouping. This approach of

differentiation is crucial in the inclusive classroom as Lawrence-Brown articulated,

Differentiated instruction is as important for students who find school easy as it is
for those who find it difficult. All students benefit from the availability of a variety
of methods and supports and an appropriate balance of challenge and success
(2004:37).

Suleymanov (2015) also indicated that curriculum adaptation was essential for catering
for the diverse needs of student learning. He presented a curriculum model in which
differentiated teaching effectively increased children’s confidence in their learning
ability. He referred to the United Nations’ Salamanca Statement (1994) that supported
the idea of giving extra “instructional support” (ibid) to children with SEN to learn the
curriculum in normal schools as a means to accelerate the student-learning pace. He
emphasised that “while making one step in learning, a child makes two steps in
development” (Suleymanov 2015:85). Thus, the concept of differentiation is cardinal
for teacher development.

Unfortunately, Hong Kong teachers tend to be textbook bound. Shawer describes this
particular teaching style as “heavily dependent on textbook content and structure”
(2010:182). It is the common practice for teachers in Hong Kong to use the pre-set
materials available in textbooks as well as e-books every day. In addition, the
publishers of these books supply extra exercises to prepare students for examinations.
Local scholars comment that “teaching has remained teacher-centred, didactic and non-
interactive” (Carless 2007:596) and exam-oriented (Mok 2006; Yeung 2010). Teachers
are unlikely to adapt curriculum and instruction in response to student learning needs.
As noted in Chapter 1, about 90% of local teachers found it difficult to teach students
with SEN in normal classroom and among them, 79% attended the centralised TDPs
(HKFEW 2015, 2016). This information validates Girvan et al.’s (2016) claim that

- 40 -



traditional TDPs are not a practical solution to classroom problem. It is because
teachers have not yet realized that there is no-one-size-fits-all curriculum that can fit
the diverse learning needs of students. Even though teachers have learned the taught
adaptive strategies (from the centralised TDPs), they have not yet taken actions for
change. Hence, developing teachers’ focus on change in action — the perception of
adopting differentiated teaching (Tomlinson 2014; Lawrence-Brown 2004) — is the key

content of teacher development.

2.3.2.2 Skills

Instructional Practice

In the psychomotor domain, the focus is on assisting teachers with their application of
learned teaching skills in the classroom at the practical level. In the context of inclusive
classroom, teachers’ application of adaptive strategies is the solution for managing
student academic and behavioural problems (Tomlinson 2014; Houtveen et al. 2001,
Lawrence-Brown 2004; Knight 2009). Houtveen et al. specify that “instruction,
classroom management factors, and motivation” are the “important parts of adaptive
instruction” (2001:393). Thus, teacher learning to modify the “curriculum content and
sequence of instruction” (ibid) is the key aspect of technical skills in teacher
development. Cooper et al. (2017) articulate that teacher learning to facilitate consistent
classroom routines, to prepare interesting learning tasks and to give constructive
feedback and effective instructions are the basis for improving classroom efficiency.
Scott (2016) advocates that teachers’ effective instructions can arouse students’ interest
in learning. If teachers provide students with a positive learning experience, students
will have more confidence in learning (ibid). As mentioned previously, differentiating
the curriculum objectives as high, middle and low according to the difficulty levels of
teaching contents can foster student learning success (Tomlinson et al. 1998, 2008;
Houtveen et al. 2001; Lawrence-Brown 2004; Knight 2009). Furthermore, teachers
need to learn to break down “complex tasks into teachable subcomponents” (Kritikos
et al. 2018:131) and to design several small steps for the completion of the assigned
task (Shawer 2010).
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Unfortunately, as mentioned in Section 2.3.2.1, teachers of Hong Kong are textbook-
bound and their classroom practice is still teacher-centred (Bryant et al. 2009; Carless
2007). Even though the majority of teachers have learned about adaptive strategies
from the centralised TDPs, they rarely adjust their instructional practice. As such, they
continue to face problem of students’ diverse needs in ordinary classroom (HKFEW
2015, 2016). According to Dewey (1933), learning begins with one’s experience of
doing. Teachers should be given the opportunity to try out what they have learned so
that they can increase their capacity to put “practical knowledge in action” (Shawer
2010:182). Thus, TDPs should go beyond giving teachers information (Girvan et al.
2016). Rather, they should engage teachers in the process of identifying student
learning needs and making changes to curriculum to better cater for students’ different
abilities (Houvteen et al. 2001:393-394). This relates to Dewey’s perspective of the
learning process of “reconstruction of experience” (1838:77). In 2010, Shawer
conducted an empirical study of teachers’ actions to examine curriculum approaches
and the effects on teacher professional development (2010:173). Ten teachers who
taught English for L2 (second language) learners participated in this research project
on curriculum adaptation and enactment. During three months of the tryout, the
teachers learned through the process of adapting textbook materials for meeting
different needs of international college students. Shawer summarised some of their

reflections:

I make the mistakes, if | just adhere to the textbook, because some lessons in [the
textbook] wouldn’t interest the students...I adapt material, topics...and specific
tasks...I supplemented a lot...used other textbooks and materials...I skip parts and

adapt the textbook material and activities...we’ve had lessons using videos...

(Curriculum-developers) (2010:177-178).

What makes sense to cater for the diverse needs of students is that teachers will modify
their teaching materials. One teacher explained that the following did not benefit
student learning: “[I could] go into the classroom and say, ‘Open your books at page
ten’ and everybody does, and I can sit at the front and have a bit of a sleep or

whatever... [but] just using the book doesn’t benefit anybody” (ibid). Instead, they
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learned to skip difficult tasks and to replace other appropriate teaching materials at
hand.

Classroom Management

In Hong Kong, children in English lessons are also L2 learners as they are native
Cantonese speakers. Hansen et al. indicate that children may not respond properly to
teachers’ instructions in L2 classroom and “this can create challenges in classroom
management” (2017:627). It is because L2 children have limited English vocabularies
for communication (Macaro 2001). As Phillipson (2007) noted, teaching Chinese
children with SEN in the context of local normal classroom is challenging, especially
in regard to those students with emotional and behavioural disorders (EBD), autism
(ASD) and attention-deficit and hyper-activity (ADHD). Teachers need to pay extra
effort of scaffolding as well as technical skills such as cuing to assist students’ learning
of English. According to Salend, it is useful to apply the strategy of cuing for children
with SEN so that they can decode difficult words. As she explained, “Cuing can help
student read difficult or unfamiliar words...For example, if a student had difficulty

decoding the word store, a vocabulary cue, such as “You go to buy things at a ,

might elicit the correct response” (1998:321).

Apart from English learning, children in Hong Kong also find difficult to decode
Chinese words. As Ho (2007) remarked, pupils with specific learning disabilities
(dyslexia) may find difficult to capture the shapes of the Chinese words. He stated that,
“The Chinese character is composed of strokes and components in a square
configuration, which make the visual processing nonlinear and more complex” (Ho
2007:370). Even though there are merely two parts of combination of the structure of
a single word, pupils with SEN might not be able to decode the simple combinations
of the AB pattern of the Chinese character — for there are also more complex patterns

in a single word (ibid). For example, the word " JT. ; consists of the two-part

combination of left and right as part A, on the left-hand side, indicating the meaning of
water and part B, on the right-hand side, indicating the sound of the word. Additionally,
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there are other patterns of upper (A) and lower (B), e.g. "Z£ ;, and outside (A) and
inside (B), e.qg. "fd | .

At this point, using the technique of visual cuing (Salend 1988, 2005) to highlight either
Part A or Part B in colour or to enlarge the size of the part can help children with SEN
to more easily capture the shape and to decode the structure of each Chinese word. As
such, teachers need to design, for instance, a step-by-step worksheet for the needs of
low achievers because one-set-fits-all curriculum materials that can cater for high,
middle, low and students with SEN in an ordinary classroom do not exist (Tomlinson
et al. 1998, 2008; Houtveen et al. 2001; Lawrence-Brown 2004 ; Knight 2009).

Teachers who demonstrate effective instructional practice not only nourish students’
confidence in learning but also improve their behaviour (Scott 2016; Cooper et al.
2017). In regard to the improved behaviour of students, Hansen et al. specified four

observable criteria:

increased rates of student-on-task behaviour, improved use of teacher praise,
decreased use of teacher reprimands, and improved behaviour of student identified

as at risk for emotional and behaviour disorder (2017:630).

If teachers of Hong Kong can learn through the modification of instructional practice,
student-challenging behaviour may reduce and lead them success in learning (Scott
2016; Cooper et al. 2017). For better classroom management, Delceva (2014) considers
that it is the matter of how appropriate the techniques the teacher can use to stimulate
classroom-learning atmosphere in order to get students participated in the planned tasks
and activities for achievement. Such the technical skills can be enhanced by the
continuous reflection because this is the learning process in which teachers can “define
the decision to be made, the ends to be achieved, the means which may be chosen’”
(Schon 1983:40). In developing psychomotor skills, Levin, Dewey and Schon believe
that the full loop of action system of planning, acting, reflecting and re-planning which
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is the basis for change in professional development (Lorino 2018). Implementing action

research certainly is a good choice to assist teachers learning from doing.

2.3.2.3 Attitude

As mentioned in Chapter 1, scholars have noted that Hong Kong teachers’ low morale
(Cheng 2009; Pang 2012; Tang 2011). Teachers have reflected that they feel stressful
to teach in the inclusive classroom (HKFEW 2015, 2016). They need support to cope
with challenges associated with the diverse learning needs of students. In order to help
teachers improve their teaching practice, understanding their problems and assisting
them to adopt the differentiation approach (Girvan et al. 2016; Tomlinson et al. 1998,
2008; Houtveen et al. 2001; Lawrence-Brown 2004; Knight 2009). Therefore, peer
support in collaborative action research helps strengthen their confidence and
contributes to a positive attitude in regard to make changes (Altrichter et al. 2008;
Farrell 2013). In Farrell’s research, he formed a team of three English teachers for
collaboration work. He pointed out that the team of action research enabled teachers to
learn from one another by getting “positive feedback, emotional support, and empathy”
(Farrell 2013:132). He considers that teachers burnout easily because they routinely
deal with a complex environment in the classroom alone. When engaged in the action
research team, teachers can “overcome any feelings of isolation and produce a more
collaborative mentality” (Farrell 2013:133). It is crucial for teachers to have an
opportunity to be listened to and to get empathic understanding of their insufficient and
problematic teaching (Girvan et al. 2016). According to Bruce et al. (2008), teachers
who are dissatisfied with their teaching performance are motivated to learn for the sake
of change. As Lesjak mentions, “Learning requires emotional involvement of the
participants during the relevant learning and research process” (2014:80). Thus,
through action research, teachers commit their efforts and “emotional involvement”
(ibid) in the ongoing reflective cycles. They have the opportunity to reflect on their
feelings, to share ideas and to take actions for change with the support of the team. As

one of the English teachers in Farrell’s research team shared,
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I think this experience has given me the confidence, skills and motivation to
continue this type of PD [professional development] in the future and to enjoy my

teaching in this new phase of my career that | feel is coming up (Farrell 2013:132).

The above teacher’s enlightenment demonstrates the success of action research that has
brought her the meaningful experience of teacher development. Research shows that
teachers who have successful teaching experiences contribute to “high rates of student
success” (Cooper et al. 2017:103). From Farrell’s perspective, action research is
undoubtedly the effective way to attain teacher empowerment - that strengthens their
hearts to encounter challenges in the complex environment of classroom teaching. If
the intention is to decrease the dropout rate of 25% of servicing teachers in the field
(Robertson 2012), why not apply collaborative action research to reduce the possibility
of their “career exit” (Fessler 1995)? When teachers enjoy teaching, they will have the
drive to learn more through professional development - as the point shared by the
teacher above (ibid). Farrell also notes that action research helps “increase morale and
ultimately lead to more job satisfaction” (Farrell 2013:133). Teachers of Hong Kong
need to be empowered with the uplift spirit to teach students with the diverse learning
needs in their classroom. Therefore, it is vital to arouse their motivation and positive

attitude for change in the affective domain of teacher professional development.

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter explores the notions of action research (Section 2.1), its characteristics
(Section 2.2) and effects on teacher development based on findings and the concept of
teachers-as-learners in relevant literature (Section 2.3). It discusses current issues and
the parameters of three aspects of knowledge, skills and attitude in professional teacher
development. The argument regarding what teachers lack is not the resource support

from the government (as described in Chapter 1). It is an opportunity to promote action
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research for change (Dewey 1938; Schon 1983). Hence, the concept of teacher learning

through practising serves as the ground for this empirical study.
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Chapter 3: Design of the Inquiry

This chapter justifies the qualitative action research approach taken to explore its
potential for improving the practice of differentiated instruction by teachers in a Hong
Kong primary school setting. Contents include a qualitative research methodology in
Section 3.1, and research method of how to use observations and action research cycles
as the primary means for data collection in Section 3.2. Process of setting up the
theoretical framework for data analysis is explained in Section 3.3. Having justified at
the design stage potential limitations of this research design in Section 3.4, the chapter
concludes with a discussion of how ethical issues posed by the study and how these

were addressed in Section 3.5.

3. 1 Rationale for Research Methodology

3.1.1 Pragmatist Positioning

As literature reviewed in Chapter 2 indicates, action research is established as an
effective strategy for problem resolution and professional development in teaching
(Feldman et al. 2018; Greenwood et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011; Moghaddam 2007;
Nijihawan 2017; Rauch et al. 2014; Reason et al. 2008; Stern et al. 2014). Hence, the
over-arching concern of this study was to see how far teachers who were engaged in an
action research project could develop their practice in two respects: professional
knowledge (cognitive development, i.e., knowing more about possible strategies that
might improve their responses to pupils’ needs); and feeling more positive about the
challenges posed by accommodating a wide range of special educational needs in

mainstream classrooms, thus raising their morale.

This project, common to others in the action research tradition, is positioned
philosophically within the tradition of ‘pragmatism’. This distinctively places most
emphasis in research design on the intended practical effects or outcomes of a proposed

investigation, rather than on a priori concerns with epistemology and ontology as might
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be the case in more conventionally situated qualitative work within an interpretive

paradigm. As Peirce maintained, at the heart of social science should be a concern to

Consider what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we
conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our conception of these

effects is the whole of our conception of the object (1878:135).

From a pragmatist perspective, ontologically speaking the world we inhabit is
inherently uncertain, dynamic rather than static, requiring inquiry to be conducted in a
practical way (Peirce 1878; James 1904; Dewey 1931). As Dewey explains,

Thinking begins in what may fairly enough be called a forked-road situation, ....
which is ambiguous, which presents a dilemma, which proposes alternatives. ..
(1910:11)

By putting that sense of (inevitable) uncertainty to one side and continuing carefully
but deliberately to find a stand-point from which the dilemma may nonetheless be
considered systematically, to “survey additional facts” in Dewey’s own words (ibid)
the pragmatist researcher may gain a more commanding view of the situation, in order

to “decide how the facts stand related to one another”.

The three underlined and italicized action-verbs (propose, survey and decide)
highlighted above are key to Dewey’s more expanded theory of research as inquiry
(1938), and these are critical underlying principles of this study. This study begins with
the dilemma and follows a through and systematic experiment comprising a process of
actions. From this, a provisional and contingent understanding is reached which can
underpin the identification of a practical resolution, in this case how through action
research teachers can be better prepared to include students with SEN in their lessons.
As James comments, pragmatic inquiry “presents us with concretized objects”

(1950:504).
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In more detalil, it then follows that meaning, action and effect are the three basic
elements of a pragmatically informed research methodology (Peirce 1878; James 1904;

Dewey 1931). For greater clarity, the relationship is presented in a diagram (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Presenting the core concept of the three elements of pragmatism.

The equal symbol (=), located in the middle of the interlaced circles, indicates how
each of the three elements shares equal significance, with Lorino affirming, “Action is
meaning and meaning is action” (2018:71). Without action, there is no meaning of the
idea. Pragmatists look for the useful results obtained from experimental actions to
improve a situation (Hammond 2013). Pierce, James and Dewey extensively expressed
their perspectives in their work. The following table summarises their perspectives

(with the use of quotes):
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Classical Effect Meaning Action
Pragmatists’
Perspectives
Peirce Practical “Consider what Doing=being
outcome=object | effects...is the whole of “When a person
“our idea of our conception of the means to do
anything is our object” (1878:133) anything he is in
idea of its some state in
sensible effects” consequence...Not
(1992:132) only will meaning
always, in the long
run, mold
reactions to itself,
but it is only in
doing so that its
own being
consists”
(1931:343)
James Empirical Meaning of object=effect | Action is

outcome=concept

“Pragmatism
represents a
perfectly familiar
attitude in
philosophy, the
empiricist
attitude”
(1907:31)

(involved actions)

“To attain perfect
clearness in our thoughts
of an object” (1907:29)

“transitive”
(1950:243)

Effect in
action=concept

“A movement is a
change, a process;
SO we see
that...things are
not elements, but

wholes already
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formed”

(1950:234-235)

Dewey

Experimental
outcome=change

Meaning of
object(situation)=concept

Experiential
action=meaning

in action

“Asa
consequence the
changes produced
in the
environment react
upon the
organism and its

own behaviour”

(1982:129)

of knowledge (via

transformation)

“directed transformation
of an indeterminate
situation...to convert the
elements of original
situation into a unified

whole”

(1938:108)

=knowledge

“the process that
now and always is
the transfer from
the world of set
external facts and
of fixed ideal
values to the
world of free,
mobile, self-
developing, and
self-organizing

reality”

(1904:174-175)

The above table captures the core idea of how pragmatism influences the research
undertaken. With James, action is understood as “transitive” (ibid), leading to a process
of change. With Dewey, experimental action is understood in this case as a process of
transformation that generates knowledge from practical experience (ibid). Moreover,
as Peirce stresses, “doing” gives meaning to “being” (ibid) — the effect of an experiment.
These views position require the action of an experiment as the evident process to

exhibit the meaning of the truth (consequences). The pragmatic idea articulates the

Table 1: Synchronising the classical pragmatists’ perspectives
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substantive experiential framework through a clarification of testing, which greatly

differs from positivism.

In an ontological sense, the action research undertaken in this project captures the
reality of situations that teachers face in their everyday classrooms. It offers what Hope
et al. have described as “ontological authenticity” in revealing what matters to the
research participants, through investigation of their “personal views” of situations
(2003:123). Teacher-participants who engaged into this study shared in considerable

depth their perspectives on the complex and diverse needs of the inclusive classroom.

Greenwood and Levin point out that pragmatic action research is solution-focused,
which is “context-bound and addresses real-life problems holistically” (2007: 63).
Hence, from an epistemological perspective, the ‘findings’ of an action research project
will be aimed at solving problems, identifying solutions relative to the context of the
situation being investigated. This relativity implies necessarily certain limitations to
the application of those solutions identified which may be particular to specific sets of
circumstances as effective strategies. Having been co-constructed between the
researcher and teacher-participants in this study jointly the knowledge generated could
be highly valuable to the context being investigated i.e. primary school teachers
engaged in developing differentiated instruction in Hong Kong because ‘“the
credibility-validity of action research is measured according to whether actions that
arise from it solve problems (workability) and increase participants’ control over their
own situations” (Greenwood and Levin 2007:63). Further insight may be extrapolated
or inferred from those findings which have relevance beyond the context being
investigated but other studies would be necessary to establish that more robustly.

Another epistemological challenge for this approach is that of ‘other minds’ and how
far the co-constructors involved do in practice reach the same understanding. In this
regard, pragmatism does allow for the possibility of people in similar contextual
situations reaching collectively agreed “practical consequences” (Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2013). Dewey emphasises that the “intelligent actions”
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(1947:37) of people in a community construct the knowledge obtained through a
process whereby each members’ individual actions connect with the action of others
(1947:37). Within more contemporary pragmatist thought, Mead suggests that this then
leads to the transformation of action through social activity (1934:145) resulting in a

new social understanding of an “effect” (Peirce 1878).

Finally, knowledge is contingent on a pragmatist view, given the emphasis on
“workability” for problem-solving (Greenwood et al. 2007; Hammond 2013; Harney
et al. 2016; Hernes 2014; Lorino 2018; Reason et al. 2008). The cyclical nature of
action research fits this understanding well, with the search for meaning, effect and
action (Peirce 1878, James 1904 and Dewey 1931) ongoing. It may resolve a dilemma

or problem in the moment but cannot offer final, definitive or universal understanding.

3.1.2 Pragmatism and Action Research

As Dewey maintains, “intelligent actions” (1947:37) can solve problems and generate
knowledge from practice in the learning community (Hammond 2013; Lorino 2018).
His experiential practice embeds not only the procedural thoughts of actions but also
the committed actions for change. Hagevik et al. (2012) describe that action research
is the pragmatic “vehicle” to initiate such the change for improvement. As part of the
research methodology, Moghaddam indicates that “pragmatic theory is clearly
represented in the world of classroom action research” (2007:236). In this study, the
teacher-practitioners intended to search for resolutions through the continuous practice
of action research. With regard to practice, Carr et al. (1986:190) refer back to its Greek
origins and the notion of ‘praxis’, meaning ‘informed, committed action’ and this is at
the core of empirical action research. In this present study of differentiated instruction

in primary schooling in Hong Kong the two research questions identified are:

(1) What change in action will the teachers make in relation to the application of

differentiated teaching to address diverse learning needs of students?

(2) What is/are the effect(s) of such the change in teacher professional development?
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As Moghaddam explains, pragmatic theory “is dealing with things working” (2007:
235), or rather not working currently in this particular case. Meanwhile, action research
offers one structure within which to systematically investigate both the problem and a
potential solution. By better understanding the difficulty and a series of related
interventions, the hypothesis based on research undertaken widely across the teacher

development field is that action research works can help to solve the problem.

In this project, teacher-practitioners came to understand meaning from reflecting on the
process of their hands-on experience (Attard 2012), permitting as Tsafos has noted,
new understanding in the light of experience (2014: 137). Through participating in a
“reflexive process” (ibid) teachers are understood to gain insight from evaluating and

conceptualising their actions, co-creating theory from reflection (Schén 1983).

With regard to pragmatic action research in the Hong Kong primary school context,
relatively few previous studies have investigated the challenges for teachers in
addressing the diverse needs of students through differentiated pedagogy in the context
of local Chinese classrooms (Forlin 2010; Wan 2016). Since the 2000s, under several
education reforms in Hong Kong (CDC 2001; Cheng 2009; Mok 2006), some elements
of action research such as peer teachers’ class observations and the co-planning of
lesson activities have appeared in many local schools. Nevertheless, they have not
promoted the same emphasis on facilitated reflective inquiry for pedagogical change.
Nor have they tended to prioritise the mode of individual teachers’ self-inquiry, such
as those action research cases reported by Holly (1989) and McNiff et al. (2005).

To address this point, the design of this project factored in the possibility for teachers
engaged in it to have room for self-regulation. They co-worked with me to learn
through sharing their experiences related to change (Feldman et al. 2018; Greenwood
et al. 2007; McNiff et al. 2011; Moghaddam 2007; Nijihawan 2017; Rauch et al. 2014;
Reason et al. 2008; Stern et al. 2014).
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3.1.3 Participatory Collaboration

When reviewing the previously mentioned examples of action research, I discovered
collaboration to be a common feature, whether that was with between teachers and
faculty team members of universities, or departments of the schools or wider
organisations, leading to insights being gained from multi-dimension of “reflection-in-
action” (Schon 1983). Reason et al. (2008) refers specifically to the value of
“participatory” inquiry within action research with significant examples over time
including: Denicolo et al. (1990) leading several mature teachers in action research;
Hadfield et at. (1993) working with some in-service teachers and Lyle (1996) with
student-teachers. Goodnough (2001) led collaborative participatory action research
with science teachers, similarly Capobianco et al. (2004) while Altrichter et al. (2005)
formed a team with a number of subject-teachers in Maths as well as in Science also
Wong (2009). In the 2010s, Hagevik et al. (2012) presented an action research team
with twenty student-teachers. Farrell (2013) also co-researched with a team of three
English Language serving teachers. Leko (2015) launched a study of lesson adaptation
with an English Language teacher to cater for student with diverse learning needs and
Nijhawan (2017) conducted the action research project with several high school

teachers.

Learning from these studies, this project proposed that the teacher-participants and |
would engage similarly in collaborative work through six continuous research cycles.
This was linked to the framework already highlighted, focused on meaning, action and
effect, in order to obtain usable and relevant outcomes in relation to the identified

specific problems:
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Target set by KI’ ransformation of Practicex

Teacher 1 & Theory of Communicative Target

Actions (TCA) applied to the achieved?

Collaborative Action Research
(from cycle 1 to cycle 6)

Teacher 2

Re-
planning
of action

Initial
planning

Reflection Action
Observation

o %

Figure 8:_Overview of the Conceptual Framework of Action Research

As depicted in the above diagram, the research design was framed in three parts. Firstly,
since | had mentioned the challenges that language teachers were currently dealing with
in classrooms (in Chapter 1), | planned to work alongside two language teachers
intensively over a period of time, using participatory action research to problem solve

in relation to differentiated instruction.

Secondly, the middle part of the diagram represents the process of cycles of action
research introduced to investigate and potentially transform the teachers’ practice. The
full-loop of action research occurred over six weeks as illustrated in Figure 4 (page 23).
Vassiliki et al. (2011) undertook a project focused on differentiated teaching for six
weeks in a primary school and similarly Hagevik et al. (2012) carried out a similar
project focused on reflective inquiry for about four to six weeks with 20 pre-service
teachers. Therefore, | decided on the duration of six weeks for my own study, judging
a period of six weeks long enough to obtain data capturing evidence of teachers’

reflective development.
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3.1.4 Role of the Researcher

Being a co-researcher with the teacher-participants, with their agreement I took it upon
myself within the study to observe the class, review the teachers’ practices with a view
to providing feedback that might inform re-plan actions for the next lesson in the cycle.

Meanwhile, the teacher-participants performed their teaching as usual in the classroom.

Although I had experience with class observation and teacher appraisal, my role in this
study was not as a lesson supervisor but rather as the “co-researcher” (Lomax 1995:
51). Had I been a teacher supervisor, | would have given not only advice for improving
student teaching practice but also a grade for assessment. However, in this case |
planned to act as a co-researcher because this was the action-based inquiry, aiming at
helping teachers investigate their classroom practice for problem solving as well as for
enhancing teachers’ capacity in teacher professional development. As the literature
suggests, teachers alone may not be able to understand the “complex practical problems”
(Altrichter et al. 2005) they face, requiring a “critical friend” (Day et al. 1993:18) to
identify where the problem or difficulty might lie as an insider to teaching language in

the primary school but not the actual responsible classroom teacher.

Altrichter et al. (2005) believe that co-working in action research establishes a
“dynamic network” (2005:203) to increase communication between participants and
researchers when carrying out effective planned actions. Habermas (1984) proposes
the theory of communicative actions (TCA) to illustrate how people in the same
contextual culture exhibit their “logo” of common language to achieve functional
purposes. Reason et al., commend the importance of Habermas’ conception to both
“analytic philosophy and developments in pragmatism” (2008:132), noting that within
TCA, researcher-participants share their experiences, mediate their own thoughts and
co-ordinate their action-plans through effective communications. Modhaddam (2007)
commends the way in which TCA can empower teacher-participants to learn from each
other and to justify the effectiveness of actions through the use of dialogue and Reason
et al. (2008) also factored TCA into their reading of action research, given the “new

-58 -



‘communicative spaces’ it creates in which dialogue and development can flourish”

(Reason et al. 2008:3).

Figure 9 (below) seeks to explain the dynamics of TCA that were applicable to the

teacher-participants and me when working collaboratively.

Reflect (Teacher’s self-reflection

+ Reflection with the

co-researcher)

Theory of
Communicative
Actions
(TCA)@Collaborative
Action Research

Co-plan < > Justify

(the next actions for change) (the pragmatic actions +

progress of problem-solving)

Figure 9: Indicating how theory of communicative actions (TCA) applies to the

dynamics of collaborative action research

As labelled in the triangle, once again three action verbs reflect, co-plan and justify
represent the core functioning objectives of our collaboration work. Within the
continuous six cycles, the two teacher-participants reflected on their thoughts and

actions and | reflected on what I observed in their lessons every week. Based on my
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class observation experience, teachers tend to finish covering all teaching contents of
a lesson in a hurry. Some teachers have shared in the centralised TDPs that if they are
unable to cover all of the material in a lesson, they would teach the materials even faster
in the next lesson in order to complete the unfinished contents and the new one. While
focusing on routine teaching at such the hectic pace, they may be “blind to see” what
students’ learning needs are (Farrell 2013:3). Therefore, as the “critical friend” (Elliot
1993) of this collaborative work, | gave constructive feedback to support the teachers.
I reviewed what was overlooked in the lesson and what might change for the next action
for improvement. | would share some teaching methods of differentiation in order to
help children with SEN in the class (Lawrence-Brown 2004; Tomlinson 2014; Knight
2009; Vassiliki et al. 2011). However, I did not attempt to influence the teachers or to
require them to do anything — | would not put pressure on them. Instead, | offered

advice whenever they needed it for consideration.

In this form of collaboration, my role also helped extend the single perspective of the
teacher’s self-inquiry. Although Moghaddam (2007) argued that the subjective view of
the research-practitioner was essential in action research, as the co-researcher, | would
contribute whatever efforts were required to examine the problem in a more objective
way. According to Tsafo (2014), subjective meaning is necessary in qualitative action
research because it formulates the practitioners’ specific research context. Yet, my role
as the researcher would reshape the subjective perception of the teachers in a wider
horizon. I considered that the form of collaboration work should be one of the solutions
to balance the subjective influence of the teacher-practitioners on the research outcome
(Nijhawan 2017).

3.2 Research Methods

As this study centered on action-based inquiry for change, data from teacher-
participants’ reflections and reactions are important. I, therefore, planned to collect
three forms of data as supporting evidence for the research. As Patton noted,

“Qualitative findings grow out of three kinds of data collection: (1) in-depth, open-
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ended interviews; (2) direct observation; and (3) written documents” (2002:4). In this
study, the three data types were as follows: a) teacher-participants’ reflective journals
(written document); b) live-class observation (direct observation); and c) reflective
discussion (in-depth, open-ended interview). For details, explanation presented in the
sub-sections of the chapter. They were the core data of the research. Initially, the
teachers and 1 identified the classroom problem as the research target because action
research aimed at solving problems (McNiff et al. 2011; Reason et al. 2008; Rauch et
al. 2014; Stern et al. 2014). According to Punch et al. (2014), “The inquiry deliberately
starts from a specific practical or applied problem of question”. Therefore, | created a
target-setting form as the problem-statement (Appendix 5) for research question 1.
Nevertheless, before getting started, | had to find some teachers who were interested

and willing to participate in the research.

The Participating School

The research setting was undertaken in the Holy Cross Primary School, which was a
combined school from two historical schools in the same district in Kowloon. With a
special grant from the EDB, the new school premises were constructed in 2016. It was
a standard normal school with 32 classes for primary grades 1 to 6 in the academic year
of 2016-17. One of the teachers of the school in the year of 2016, as Teacher 1 (T1),
attended the centralized TDP held in a local university where | worked. Because of her
positive learning attitude, the class tutor of the TDP recommended her for me to join
this study.

In February 2017, | contacted her (T1) and explained about the idea of this research
study. As she noted, there were 200 pupils with special educational needs (SEN) were
located in the school where, in general, three to four children with SEN were included
in each class. The number of pupils with SEN in the school was quite large. As found
in the survey (conducted by HKFEW in 2016), 42% of schools generally
accommodated 51-99 children with SEN and only 17% of local schools had over 100.

Because of such a large number of children with SEN in the school, teachers in the
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school face great challenges. | then asked her whether she and her colleagues would
like to join my action research project to support teaching pupils with SEN in the school.
In order to let her understand more about the study, | sent her my research proposal,

which was the prior official document of the University of Bristol (UoB, Appendix 5).

She was kind enough to pass my research proposal to the school principal for his
consideration. In a few days, | was glad to receive her positive reply and | had
opportunity to talk to him by way of introduction. I explained to him that | had already
obtained an approval of doing the research from the university through its established.
After that, | got his written consent letter as shown in Appendix 4. At the meantime,
T1 replied to me that the vice principal of the school recommended an English language
teacher, T2, to participate into this project to participate into the study. Then we made
a day of my school visit for | could explain more information about this collaborative
action research to the teachers, including my role as a co-researcher (as noted in Section
3.1.4) and the data to be collected as below.

3.2.1 Collection of the Data

3.2.1.1 Teacher Reflection (Diary)

As noted in Chapter 2, teachers’ reflection is the key aspect of action research. It
enables teachers to evaluate the progress of teaching and provides them with a “mental
space” for contemplating problems and solutions (Farrell 2013:72). For example, they
can reframe the problem, explore ways to address it and/or decide what is worth doing
for improvement (McNiff et al. 2011; Reason et al. 2008; Stern et al. 2014; Rauch et
al. 2014). In this study, I also asked the two teacher-practitioners to write their
reflection every day (rather than on a weekly basis) because | viewed it as a good habit
to incorporate as part of their reflective inquiry. As previously explained in section
3.2.1, the collaborative work was carried out in this study and Habermas’s (1984)
theory (TCA) was applied throughout the on-going cycles of the research. The two
teachers might include what we had discussed after the observed lessons in their
reflective diaries. Farrell (2013) remarked the value of teachers’ reflection when he

reviewed one of the teacher-participants’ written journal as below:
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| felt that the journal had many roles: (1) it forced me to slow down, observe
and reflect. I think this role should not be underestimated; teachers are busy. (2)
It allowed me to unpack any emotional baggage be it personal or professional
and get beyond it. (3) It identified some topics that could be discussed or
explored by other means later. (4) It was an opportunity to reflect upon or
synthesize points that came up from classroom observations (in Farrell
2013:72).

Apart from the above four aspects, in this study, as the two teacher-participants
searched for possible methods for problem-solving, they might write about the causes
and effects of action plans and/or about new perceptions of the problematic situation
after the try-out. As such, their reflective diaries were not only a means of self-
evaluation but also key evidence for answering research questions 1 and 2. | understood
that some teachers considered journal writing was “hard to do because of lack of focus
and time, and [because it] needs to be thoughtfully written to make it worthwhile”
(Farrell 2013:75). Therefore, in order to minimise the time they spent on writing and
simultaneously to maintain the quality of the systematic recording of their diaries, I
prepared a reflection sheet (Appendix 7) which contained two parts of content. In Part
A, there were ten items adapted from Scheerens (2016) regarding the class
organisation in four areas: 1) content of the lesson; 2) cognitive activation; 3)
classroom management and 4) supportive classroom climate. In each item, the two
teachers were asked to follow the guided sentence to determine the degree of
effectiveness (1 through 5). In Part B, a blank line was included so that they could write
about their adjustment of the next planned tasks or activities. On the next page, the
teachers could write freely in the spaces provided if they wished to note some incidents

and/or to reflect on certain contents in greater detail.

3.2.1.2 Live-Class Observation

Class observation was used to obtain data and provide answers to research questions 1

and 2. In educational research, observation data serve as the substantial source of
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evidence for lesson study (Altrichter et al. 2005). As the researcher is present in the
classroom, he/she witnesses almost everything that happens. The input of observers’
views extends the understanding of what the teachers consider in their written reflection.
In other words, the observation data can justify the “subjective meaning” of a single

teacher’s reflective data (Moghaddam 2007).

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the diverse learning needs of students are the challenge for
teachers in Hong Kong. About 90% of them found it difficult to teach students with
SEN and to manage their disruptive behaviour (HKFEW 2015, 2016). The challenges
they face are complex and that is why it makes sense to investigate such a chaotic
situation. Within the six continuous cycles of live-class observation, I aimed to discover
the real contextual problem of student diversity they described. | recognised that as the
observer and co-researcher, my observation view of whether the changed actions
worked and improved the problem would serve as significant evidence of the success
of this action research (Altichter et al. 2005; Moghaddam 2007). Therefore, | tried my
best to report everything I observed during the individual teachers’ lessons. |
incorporated direct observation as Patton (2002) suggested. In other words, | took notes
to record the teaching procedures and interactions between the teacher and pupils
during the lesson. Moreover, | took photos of the lesson for evidence. Since | did not
employ the quantitative approach in this study, the coding system and/or any exercises

of matching the categories for interactions were not used.

3.2.1.3 Reflective Discussion

After each class observation, | held a reflective discussion with the individual teacher-
participants on the same day as the interview at the staff room of the school. This was
the time for us to exchange views and to justify the effects of pragmatic actions. As the
teachers did not want to have video/voice recordings, | took notes for keeping data of
our discussion. When the teachers reflected on the taught lesson, they evaluated student
learning and the effectiveness of the planned actions. Farrell (2013) has mentioned that
teachers, as adult learners, learn from experiences, self-evaluation as well as feedback

obtained from others who may offer insights — for TCA (Habermas 1984) functions
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within the discussion. | believed even though the teacher-participants would find that
their trials failed to help student learning, they had already learned what worked and
did not work within and after the reflective actions. McNiff et al. (2011) proclaimed
that teachers would generate new theory from a better understanding of their
knowledge through continuous reflective inquiry, as they learn what to do (practice)
and why to do it (theory). The data derived from the reflective discussion served as
proof of what the teachers and | mutually evaluated and innovated for the research
evidence. Over the years, studies have shown that reflective practitioners together with
co-researchers have produced catalytic and democratic qualitative data for the changed
actions during group discussions (Denicolo et al. 1990; Lyle 1996; Hadfield et al. 1993,;
Feldman et al. 2018; McNiff et al. 2011; Reason et al. 2008; Stern et al. 2014; Rauch
et al. 2014; Nijhawan 2017).

In this study, the two practitioners and | made use of the “communicative space”
(Reason et al. 2008:3) to reflect and to co-plan the next lesson materials and/or
activities to better cater for the diverse needs of students. The data were significant for
answering research questions 1 and 2. | hoped they would achieve the aims of this
pragmatic study for classroom improvement as well as their teacher professional
development (Schulman et al. 2004; Harrison 2005; Lee et al. 2005; Bennett 2011,
Farrell 2013).

3.2.2 School visit

On 11" May of 2017, before commencing the study, | had a school visit for meeting
with the school principal, teacher-participants and pupils to understand more of the
school. Information obtained from the visit could give a source of evidence in the pre-
cycle stage. From my past experience, while studying my master degree of education,
I went to the participating school for a courtesy visit so as to collect data as a trial for
research purpose. At that time, |1 demonstrated the same method of action research in a
secondary school and | could apply such the experience to collect data in my school

visit this time (in the primary school) as piloting the study for my EdD dissertation.
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Data intended to be collected included: a) lesson observation; and b) reflective
discussion about the learning needs of the pupils (after class visit). These data helped
planning of our collaborative action research — for example in respect of identifying
the problems and setting targets for problem-solving (Section 3.1, Section 3.2.1 and
Section 3.3). Report of the school visit had been recorded in Chapter 4. During the
meeting, the two teachers also gave me information about themselves as well as the

class of primary 2D as below.

T1 was a senior teacher of the school, with the position title of SENCO (SEN
coordinator). She had been teaching for about 23 years after graduated from teacher
college. Her major was Chinese Language and she also got a qualification in teaching
Putonghua (Mandarin). She taught Chinese Language of 2D class with 25 boys and
girls aged 7 to 8. Followed by the recent language policy, the medium of instruction
adopted in the Chinese lesson is Mandarin rather than students’ native Cantonese,
which makes the lower achievers difficult to follow the teacher’s instructions. On that
day, she introduced four children in her class who were identified as having special
educational needs (SEN). Three of the children, Carson, Kitty and Ben, had a specific
learning difficulty (dyslexia in Chinese) and another girl, Yoyo Tam, was diagnosed
(by the educational psychologist) as having limited intelligence. T1 said that she did
not know the details of Yoyo’s assessment. However, she was aware that Yoyo Tam’s
IQ was slightly below the average but not as low as those children with an intelligence
disability. She suggested that we targeted these four children in the action research in
order to improve their learning. She shared that, compared with the other four classes
(2A, 2B, 2C and 2E) in the same primary 2 level, the pupils of Class 2D were quite
good.

T2 was a qualified English Language teacher in the school as she had about 20 years
of teaching experience after graduate from teacher college. Her major was in English
Language teaching and she also had already attended the centralized TDP a few years
ago. She shared her aims as a teacher with me. Specifically, she sought to enhance

students’ knowledge and to support children’s academic and personal growth during
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their primary schooling. She enjoyed teaching at the school and believed that the school
system for catering for those children with SEN was quite good. She said that, in most
of the local schools, there would just be one long break of 15 minutes in the morning.
However, pupils of Holy Cross Primary School have their first five-minute break after
the first lesson and another 15-minute break after the third lesson in the morning. These
two breaks were offered because the school principal considered that pupils might be
difficult to maintain their attention span within the three continuous periods. In
particular, children with SEN needed more break-time to re-energise so that they could
re-focus on their lessons. As the well-experienced teacher, T2 had a clear mission in
regard to her teaching. She remarked that with the increasing number of pupils with
SEN in the school, she would like to learn more about teaching strategies and skills to

meet pupils’ diverse needs in order to develop herself more professionally.

On that day, I explained the aims of the study as well as the action plan in details with
the two teachers as the table shown below:

Aims of the Improving the problems that the Action-based inquiry to
study teachers faced in the inclusive be carried out in class 2D
classroom — application of the learnt
differentiated teaching to address
diverse needs of pupils

Getting started J| Class visit (pilot study) - identifying Target setting form

the problems in the inclusive (Appendices 5 & 6) — the
classroom as the target set for the teachers informed the
study specific problems needed
to be improved
Data to be - Teacher Reflection (Appendix 7) -Reflections and re-
collected actions to be taken for
improving the identified
- Live-Class Observation problems

(at P.2D classroom)

- Reflective Discussion
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(at the staff room of the school)

Ethical
considerations

-A consent letter obtained from the
school principal

-Protection of the teachers’ safety and
privacy in their classroom teaching

- Partnership of the collaborative
research with mutual respect and
rapport building with the teachers (as
explained in Section 3.4.2 & Section
3.5)

-Protection of the pupils’ information
(as explained in Section 3.5 Ethical
Issues)

- A consent letter signed
by the school principal
(Appendix 3)

- Official document of the
University of Bristol,
UoB (Appendix 2)

Duration

About six weeks/ six cycles depending
on lesson-arrangement to be
confirmed for the pre-exam and post-
exam periods

The proposed 6-week of
research period was
explained in Section
3.1.3 - with reference to
Vassiliki et al. (2011) and
Hagevik et al. (2012)

Reporting of
research

3.3 Data Analysis

-All the collected data to be reported
to the school and the teacher-
participants

-Report of the research was for the
study at UoB - writing the dissertation
purpose only (as explained in Section
3.5 Ethical Issues).

Official document of the
UoB (Appendix 2).

Table 2: Showing an action plan of the study

After completing the six cycles of action research, | compiled the collected data of

teachers’ reflective journals, class observations as well as the reflective discussions. |

stratified the six layers of the “thick description” (Tracy 2010:843) to determine

whether the pragmatic actions achieved the theme of research project and therefore, the
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approach of “framework analysis” was adopted (Rabiee 2004; Menter et al. 2011; Yin
2003). Following Braun & Clarke (2006:84), a “theoretical” approach was employed
to undertake thematic analysis in this study. They describe the “theoretical” approach
as “analyst-driven” (ibid), in which specific features of a particular form are identified,
and illustrated data with interpretation of underlying meaning of “assumptions” and
“conceptualizations” (ibid). These are key for analysing the theme of the study — action
of the teachers’ change for improving classroom practice in the inclusive context of
Hong Kong school environment (Section 1.3 and Section 2.3). In saying this, the logic
of analysing 3-form of data of this study should be in line with the concept of action
research system (Section 2.2) as well as the rationale of pragmatism (Section 3.1) at
interpretative or latent level (ibid). That said, data analysis of this study should stress
on three things: action, meaning and effect as the three big intersected circles

presented the rationale of pragmatic action research in Figure 7.

At this point, clarification has to be made that the collected data derived from this
inquiry was not static but dynamic, — that is to say it embraced change in action in the
complexity of problematic classroom — because action research is for change (Hirsh
2000; Townsend 2014). That said, this study is not for information (understanding the
teachers’ views via “data-driven” approach) but transformation of practice (effect of
change for improving problem, see Section 3.1.3 and Figure 8). Change is the code of
action (within the action research system) so as to bring out meaning of effect. As
Lorino emphasizes, in doing action research, “action is meaning and meaning is action”
(2018:71). That means, analysing change in action of the teachers as well as the
pragmatic effect on teacher development, through “analyst-driven” approach (Braun &
Clarke 2006:84), is the way to achieve the purpose of the study: for action research
improving classroom practice for professional teacher development (Section 1.3 and
Section 2.3).

For this reason, Lofthouse et al. (2016:527) articulate that action research is for

“pragmatic workability”. Outcome of “improvability of practice” (ibid) is the focus.
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They elicit meaning (action) and effect of collaborative action research in relation to
three things (Lofthouse et al. 2016:526-529) that make sense to analyse data of this
study: a) “Authenticity” — data of collaboration work collected from the real school
context provided “evidence-based reflection” for improving the situational problem at
practice level; b) “Inclusivity” — dialogues during our reflective discussion included
different perspectives that showed working ethics, and significance of the change for
“analy