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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to report on an exploratory study, Project En-ELT (enhancing English
language learning and teaching), which used lesson study to mediate curriculum innovation to enhance student
learning by engaging teachers in learning and implementing effective English language teaching strategies and
formative assessment practices in seven lower secondary schools in Singapore over two years. It aims to
portray how lesson study can be adapted to build teacher pedagogical capacity in carrying out the
language development goals formulated in the revised national English Language Syllabus 2010.
Design/methodology/approach – Project evaluation is embedded systematically into the research
design from the very beginning of the pilot to in between each step of lesson study process across three
consecutive cycles in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the pilot program from the project advisors’,
participating teachers’ and students’ perspectives. Both the quantitative and qualitative data
were collected in and across the instructional steps and lesson study cycles to create immediate
evidence-based feedback to inform continuous on-going adjustment and improvement.
Findings – Findings indicate that across the three cycles the lesson study teams moved from isolated
to collaborative planning; from poor understanding and mechanical execution of the retelling strategy
to a more sophisticated and skilful use of reciprocal teaching. An increase was found in teacher
confidence and positive attitude towards the value of the project in developing their language and
teaching effectiveness. There was enhanced student engagement and collaborative participation in the
lessons while assessment for learning was fostered in the classroom.
Originality/value – Program evaluation provided feedback loops to ensure that each enactment stage and
cycle learns from and builds on the limitations and strengths of the previous one(s) so internal consistency,
continuity and coherence can be achieved for concrete implementation; different perspectives from the project
officers/researchers, teachers and students were collected consistently and analyzed to gauge the accuracy of
the findings; the collaboration between Ministry of Education curriculum officers, specialists and teachers,
through lesson study, was able to create democratic relations rested upon interdependence, and mutual
respect and trust; and it provides an illustrative case of how lesson study can be used effectively to help
schools carry out national curriculum and pedagogical innovations. The project has important implications
for addressing the issues of implementation and sustainability of innovative curriculum practices.
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1. Introduction
Lesson study has been identified as an effective professional development model
since it was introduced to the western countries, such as the USA (Stigler and Hiebert,
1999; Lewis, 2000; Lewis et al., 2004), spread to other Asian countries, such as
Singapore (Fang et al., 2009b; Lim et al., 2011), and adapted into learning study, such as
in Hong Kong (Lo et al., 2005; Lo and Marton, 2012) and Sweden (Carlgren, 2012;
Runesson, 2006). Yet, in Japan and China, where the long traditions of lesson studies
have been practised by teachers as part of their routine work, they have served as the
fundamental institutional and cultural platforms to test out innovative curriculum
ideas in the classrooms and provide feedback to national curriculum and policies
(Lewis and Tsuchida, 1998; Wang and Paine, 2003; Fang et al., 2012). Literature on
lesson studies, including those documenting curriculum changes and innovation
through lesson and learning studies, is dominated by mathematics and science cases
and scarcely any successful cases of English language through lesson study have been
reported to date. Therefore, an English language case is aptly required to illustrate the
effectiveness of lesson studies in English language teaching (ELT) and its important
adaptations in curriculum and teaching contexts as well as under linguistically diverse
settings, such as Singapore’s.

In this paper, we report the conceptualization, design and findings of
research on the effectiveness of implementing innovative teaching strategies
based on a collaborative two-year pilot project, enhancing ELT (En-ELT)
between the Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) and seven secondary
schools. The project aimed to assist teachers as they implement the English
Language Syllabus 2010 at the lower secondary so that their students will be
better prepared for learning at upper secondary, deepen teacher leadership in
school-based curriculum planning, development and implementation and infuse
twenty-first century competencies through contextualized language teaching
and learning. To facilitate the curriculum innovation, the pilot was conducted by
bringing teachers together for lesson study to explore the use of strategy-rich
lessons in class.

2. Background
The state of English language education in Singapore
In Singapore, while student achievement in English has been maintained
at national examinations, there is a need to safeguard language standards in the
face of new global challenges facing our students. However, the daily classroom that
surrounds students is often characterized by unevenness in language practice
(Curriculum Planning and Development Division, 2006) and an adherence to an
examination-driven pedagogy (Goh et al., 2005). Dominated by traditional forms of
teacher-centered and “teacher as authority” approaches, classroom instruction pays
little attention to the development of more complex cognitive skills among students
(Luke et al., 2005).

The revised English Language Syllabus 2010 (Curriculum Planning and Development
Division, 2009) was promulgated as a national effort to address this persistent situation.
Yet, to attain the outcomes emanated in the syllabus, it required attention to be given to
the teaching of “skills, learner strategies, attitudes and behavior” (SSAB) (Curriculum
Planning and Development Division, 2009) which involved the close coordination of
visual, graphic, linguistic and cognitive skills and processes based on six areas of
language learning and 29 learning outcomes as delineated in the teaching document.
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In line with the syllabus, in addition to explicitly teaching grammar at word,
phrase and text levels, the teaching of oracy skills and the use of information
and communication technology have continued to make complex demands on
teachers. At the same time, teachers need to work with students from different
linguistic backgrounds and with varying abilities. For the students, learning to use the
language for everyday functional and academic purposes as well as to read, view
and listen extensively required effort and skill development which have to be mediated
through the curriculum.

Need to move away from a one-off training model
For a long time, the modes of professional development have centered on mass
dissemination and training of key teachers through workshops together with the
provision of both print and online teaching resources to help them prepare for
the new curriculum as well as cascade new knowledge and skills to the rest of their
teachers at different year levels. To encourage teachers to deliberate on their teaching,
the MOE has provided “time-tabled” time (usually an hour per week), which is
reportedly used by most schools in different ways without much enforceable structure
and overall planning. With time-tabled time alone, teachers will not automatically be
able to come together and plan what is required of the syllabus. It is what teachers
talk about and how they act on their talk that will (Ball et al., 2008). As many
researchers would argue, change in teacher beliefs can only take place after they
have seen what they embarked on can result in improved student learning
(Guskey, 2002). Such change, if it were to occur, requires recognition of the influence
of context on knowledge creation and use (Eraut, 1994). Hence, to support teacher’s
work, there is the need for the project team to work together with teachers in schools
to identify ways to narrow gaps in daily practice by helping them review and
adapt their instructional plans and curriculum design, based on syllabus outcomes,
while strengthening their pedagogical and assessment practices within the framework
of lesson study.

3. Theoretical underpinnings
Critical literacy at the secondary levels
At the secondary level, the relative complexity of content materials and the need to
process information more deeply require students to read to learn in order to make
meaning, and decipher purpose, audience, context and culture in their comprehension
and to use language with effectiveness, independence and fluency. To ensure the
development of a range of such skills, the English Language Syllabus 2010 stipulates
the ability among students to respond to and process information at the literal
and inferential levels (Learning Outcome 2). Students are required to listen to, read
and view texts critically (Learning Outcome 3). This requires of students the
comprehension of implied meaning, the exercise of higher order thinking and
the making of interpretive judgment and evaluation. Students also need to listen, read
and analyze a variety of rich texts for learning in the content areas and to understand
how language is used for different purposes (Learning Outcome 4).

To achieve these learning outcomes, researchers call for classroom teaching and
learning which requires an active construction of meaning on the part of students as
well as the co-construction of meaning, that is, interpretations of the text constructed
by readers thinking about the text together with their teachers and fellow classmates
whose reactions and interactions are likely to affect individual thinking about it
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(e.g. Palincsar and Brown, 1984, 1986; Lipson and Wilson, 1997; Owocki, 1999; Pressley,
2000; Ritchhart and Perkins, 2008; Beghetto and Kaufman, 2010). To allow teachers to
move beyond the conventional and familiar “drill and practice” routine and word-level
development, found in decoding and vocabulary instruction, teachers need to be able to
use a set of teaching strategies that place inherent attention not only on “close reading”
but also “critical reading,” which is central to critical literacy as suggested by
McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2011, p. 278) and earlier researchers such as Gambrell et al.
(1985). When students critically think and respond to what is read, they go beyond the
literal level to a deeper examination of ideas and their purpose.

In line with the above research-based requirement for teaching critical literacy, the
project team identified four language teaching strategies to pilot the teaching and
development of language: retelling (RT), reciprocal teaching (RcT), creative, critical
and inventive thinking (CCIT) and process writing (PW). This paper will focus on three
of these strategies: retelling, reciprocal teaching and process writing. Process writing
is added to the list of proposed text processing strategies because writing promotes
not only self-expression and communication but also the comprehension and
representation of ideas once these ideas become translated into text (Flower and Hayes,
1980, 1981; Chandrasegaran, 1991). In the words of Luke and Freebody (1999), writing,
without doubt, allows readers to become “text users”. The focus on “process” takes the
form of critical response, the co-construction of text and conferencing in order to
review, revise and edit a common draft.

This combination of teaching strategies was identified partly because it has been
tried and tested in the primary grades (specifically, the strategies of retelling and
process writing). The set of teaching strategies is also consistent with Pressley’s (2000)
description of effective strategies, where each strategy incorporates multiple steps or,
in his words, “multicomponential and developmental” (p. 557) steps, rather than a
discrete or isolated process. Hence when students practise the multiple steps, all the
areas of language learning would be integrated during instruction. For example,
retelling facilitates prediction, close reading of the text, paraphrasing words and ideas
in writing, and sharing and comparing by way of listening and interacting based on
one another’s retelling. Reciprocal teaching, on the other hand, encourages a range of
skills – predicting the text, clarifying words or ideas, raising a variety of questions and
summarizing the gist of the text. Similarly, process writing requires students to gather
ideas, co-construct them into paragraphs before revising them to improve both the
quality and expression of the ideas.

Teachers themselves can encourage transfer of learning (through reflection) by
going over when and where the strategies being learned might be applied. They can
also incorporate assessment for learning (AfL) practices in the course of listening,
speaking, reading and writing to foster meta-cognitive thinking in the classroom, as
what was done collaboratively with our project teachers. Finally, the teaching
strategies can be used with a range of rich texts (both literary and informational/
functional) in exposing students to varied and good models of language (Table I).

A case for lesson study in the EL classroom
Lesson study within a professional learning community (PLC) is used as the
support framework for professional development in Project En-ELT. Since 2005,
effort to implement lesson study as a professional development approach to
organize teachers’ work has been carried out in a number of primary and secondary
schools in Singapore. This surge of interest has been reported by Fang et al. (2009a).
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Teaching strategies and
steps
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Much of the local effort is spearheaded by academics and researchers from the
Curriculum, Teaching and Learning Academic Group, National Institute of
Singapore, indicating that lesson study is a viable professional development option
for local teachers. From 2009, the Singapore MOE has encouraged schools to use
lesson study as one of the major avenues to build professional learning communities
in schools.

Learning from other countries
Lesson study has been widely known for its support in helping Japanese teachers
successfully carry out fundamental curriculum reforms in the past decades,
transforming teacher-centered teaching to student-centered learning in Japanese
schools (Lewis and Tsuchida, 1998; Stigler and Hiebert, 1999; Lewis et al., 2006).
A similar model in China has also been a key instrument for Chinese teachers
in their effort to carry out demanding curriculum reform since 2001 (Paine et al., 2003).
In both countries, lesson study is a teachers’ tool to study and improve their practice,
implement curriculum reform, build school-based curriculum innovations and develop
their professional knowledge and the teachers themselves in the process (Han and
Paine, 2010; Lewis et al., 2010; Yang and Ricks, 2012).

Its spread to the USA, where the majority of literature on lesson study in English
has been produced, has also attested to the potential of its coherent mechanism
in developing shared and verifiable professional knowledge (Kazemi and Hubbard,
2008; Morris and Hiebert, 2011), collaborative learning among teachers and their
professional commitment (Lewis et al., 2006). While university researchers, working
together as knowledgeable others with teachers in building professional learning
communities has often been reported, government officials, such as curriculum officers
from the MOE, playing researcher and facilitator roles, has rarely been documented.
In this research project, what we have developed is a model of MOE curriculum officers
working as researchers and advisors in schools to support the implementation of the
revised English Language Syllabus 2010.

Expected benefits of lesson study for English language teachers
In centralized educational systems, lesson study is able to organize the whole process
of deliberation at the national level by orienting the action and discourse around the
envisioned goals and specified outcomes of the curriculum reform which centers
on improving student learning (Lewis and Tsuchida, 1998; Wang and Gu, 2007). This
process not only develops teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge and rich resources
for teaching, but also teachers’ commitment to the profession (Lewis et al., 2006),
teachers as “knowers” as well as produced the data sources for the researchers (Lewis
et al., 2010). In the meantime, the emphasis on gathering evidence of student learning
highlighted in lesson study also complements AfL practices, which have been woven
into the use of the strategies, so as to motivate students to make improvement in their
own learning.

There is a high representation of less experienced teachers in our project schools,
and researchers (e.g. Fernandez et al., 2003; Fang et al., 2009b) have expounded on how
lesson study can serve as a particularly important tool in the professional development
of this group of teachers. In giving less experienced teachers first-hand knowledge of
teaching through a close examination of actual classroom practice, lesson study allows
them to better manipulate teaching content and adjust their pedagogical skills in a
shorter period of time. Wang and Paine (2003) explain how novice teachers in China
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learn what to teach and how to teach through the process of group lesson preparation,
lesson observation and post-lesson discussion.

The potential merit of lesson study for the Project lies specifically in its reported
success at building inherent learning opportunities for teachers, the development of a
professional community and the creation of a safe environment for teachers to reveal
what they do not know (Perry and Lewis, 2008, p. 384). Research has also outlined
its potential for “group support” where tasks and roles are distributed across team
members and across different communities so that everyone will have a chance to
contribute, voice himself or herself and be involved in the work (Cobb et al., 2003).
The multiple roles played by the research team as designers, trainers, brokers of new
knowledge and resources as well as advocates and documenters for the intervention
represent both challenges and learning opportunities as we situate teacher learning in
their work settings (Cobb et al., 2003).

4. Methodology
Participants
The pilot was conducted over two years from 2011 until the end of 2012 with a
dedicated focus on Grades 7 and 8. The participants for the pilot were invited from
seven project schools identified through purposive sampling. At the point of sampling,
the schools had a predominant number of beginning or inexperienced teachers,
experienced low performance at the national GCE examinations over the last three
years and had areas of concern pertinent to teaching and learning EL. They also
represented different school types with a spread of students of different abilities. These
schools were:

. Anderson Secondary (autonomous).

. Bukit Panjang Government High (autonomous).

. Bukit View Secondary (government).

. Damai Secondary (government).

. Geylang Methodist Secondary (government aided).

. Nan Chiau High (intended to become a Special Assistance Plan school from
2012).

. Peicai Secondary (government).

Research design
As mentioned in the beginning, given the lack of English language cases in lesson
studies, our project design endeavored to both augment and adapt lesson study to meet
local needs. McLaughlin (1987) recommended that implementing a pilot project at
national level requires ongoing information collection and an “ongoing strategy
of monitoring and assessing progress and activities associated with [it] at different
levels of the policy system” (p. 177). Hence, to capture the “process” as it unfolds,
program evaluation based on evaluation research is followed as the research design.
For the purpose of this study, program evaluation duly allows “the identification,
clarification, and application of defensible criteria to determine an evaluation object’s
value in relation to those criteria” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004, p. 5), using both qualitative
and quantitative data which can be collected during project implementation, that is,
formative evaluation, as well as at the end of the project, that is, summative evaluation
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2004, p. 17).
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The evaluation of the “effectiveness” of the pilot program was incorporated into the
project design right at the start, a practice recommended by researchers such as
Patton (2002), Fitzpatrick et al. (2004) and Goodrick (2012) so that evidence for
improvement can be gathered at well-spaced intervals during project implementation.
The evaluation would also allow the team to examine the merit and worth of the pilot
specifically in terms of its intended aims. To do this, the evaluation focussed on
“outcomes” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004, p. 20) at two levels: whether classroom teaching
practices were working for teachers and whether students were demonstrating
understanding and learning in their response to texts in their listening and viewing,
reading and viewing, speaking and viewing and writing and representing of text. The
research design is represented in Figure 1.

There are three interrelated major advantages of such a research design. First, it
enables an effective study of teacher professional development by moving from
unidirectional response, measuring how much teachers are implementing what they
learn from professional development, to multi-directional response characterized
by the forming of dynamic feedback loops to address rising needs at different points.
This allows what Kazemi and Hubbard (2008) advocated as the examination of

To capture
the process
of curriculum

innovation

School Visit
Reports

Views on instructional
planning

Views on leadership support
Running Records

Views on use of teaching 
strategies

Views on extent of
implementation

To capture the
effectiveness of

curriculum
innovation

Teacher Survey
(teachers)

Views on student
learning

Views on extent of
support

Pre-post Tests
(students)

Student learning
outcomes

Cross-case
Analysis

Observation
Checklists

Colloquium Notes

Figure 1.
Research design
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learning effectiveness across the contexts of professional development and those of
classroom practices to ensure internal coherence and the best result of teacher learning.
Second, this developmental process of evaluation moves away from the notion of
top-down policy implementation to one of learning from enactment with opportunities
to learn from mistakes through adjustment and reflection that is informed by evidence.
It is also one approach that develops teachers as both “learners” and “knowers,” as
highlighted by Lewis et al. (2006). Third, the process not only develops evidence-based
habit of thinking and decision making but also fosters a more democratic relationship
between MOE officers, heads of department and teachers as they rely on one another
for resources, problem solving, generation of information and improvement of teaching
and learning, a feature highlighted by Lewis et al. (2010).

Findings from both the ongoing process as well as the evaluation of outcomes
informed the team of the modifications to be made to the content of the English
teaching-learning curriculum, the structure, protocols and delivery of teaching
processes during lesson study as well as to provide “a regularized system of feedback
at all levels of the system” (McLaughlin, 1987, p. 177) which would then enable the
senior management to gauge the potential of the project for “adoption, continuation or
expansion” (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004).

The research questions which guided this study were:

RQ1. Did Project En-ELT bring about the desired level of teacher competency when
teachers used effective teaching strategies to facilitate student learning?

RQ2. Did Project En-ELT influence the quality of formative assessment practices in
teaching and learning?

RQ3. Did Project En-ELT influence the extent of student achievement in listening,
reading, speaking and writing?

Innovative features of the project design
As part of the project design, lesson study was intentionally planned to begin and end
with “student learning” at the heart of the pilot. For a start, the teaching strategies
were woven into each other so that, through integration and overlap, the teachers
would have multiple opportunities to plan and practise the skills and model them for
student learning while infusing AfL into classroom practice. How the integration was
to be done was demonstrated at the training of the three selected teaching strategies
followed by instructional planning sessions at school where teachers developed their
lesson outlines into research lessons (RLs), complete with rich texts as the stimulus
materials and activity sheets as aid to student learning.

Training. Training was planned to focus on learning in action. The first part
focussed on the theoretical foundation of each teaching strategy, what it is and where it
situates in different language contexts and how each strategy could be integrated with
the one before. Principles of AfL were revisited within the context of a teaching
strategy. How the strategies are integrated and linked to AfL is illustrated in Figure 2.
The theoretical portion of the workshop was followed by an application of theory in
practice. Teachers engaged in instructional planning work by putting together an
outline of a lesson plan selected from an existing and suitable unit of work to provide a
context for the strategy. Subsequently, the teachers conducted a micro-teaching
segment based on their lesson outline.

264

IJLLS
2,3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
id

ad
 D

el
 D

es
ar

ro
llo

 A
t 0

9:
54

 2
7 

M
ay

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



Instructional planning. The project design also rested on the role of the school
advisors who led the lesson study before progressively devolving the responsibility to
the instructional leaders from Cycle 2 onwards. At the instructional planning meeting,
when each lesson study team met with its school advisor, the RL1 teacher, nominated
by the PLC, talked through the lesson on behalf of the group. The rehearsal was to
allow the team as a whole to spot potential blind spots in the interpretation of the
strategy as well as anticipate potential responses from students.

Lesson observations. The RL was usually put to immediate application, within a
fortnight from the advisory visit with the RL teacher, to demonstrate the teaching
strategy in the classroom. The same lesson was re-taught at RL2 with improvement
suggested by the team. RL2 was usually conducted one or two days after RL1.

The class observations allowed teachers to be inducted into the lesson study
protocol. Teacher observers were assigned specific segments of the lesson plan
to observe and they were required to note down evidence of student learning
and the AfL moments that occurred during segments of the lesson. To facilitate
observations of student learning, teachers were assigned to sit with student groups
in the class.

Colloquia. With two RL per cycle, two teachers and their classes would be
systematically observed. The non-RL teachers, who were not observed, became part of
the team of observers who make notes, document evidence of student learning and give
feedback and lesson analysis at the colloquium which followed to allow teachers to
deepen their own awareness and response to students’ learning needs. Like the RL
teachers, they too were expected to try out each new teaching strategy in their classes.
By systematically observing two teachers per cycle, all project teachers would be
observed demonstrating a new strategy by the end of Cycle 4 at Year 2.

Data sources
Data on the ongoing process of lesson study was gathered at the end of each training
from the workshop evaluation forms, during instructional planning work as field notes
and school visit reports and from the lesson observations as running records and from
the lesson observation cum AfL checklists. Data at the colloquium was collected from
the discussion notes recorded by the teachers.

Data on “outcomes” was gathered from teacher surveys based on a four-point Likert
attitudinal scale to gather teachers’ perception of the quality of training, lesson study
support, the effect of the project on student learning and the suitability of the resources
developed for them. The teacher survey also contained open-ended items and a
descriptive vignette of each teacher’s “participation in the project” given in an account
to a friend in another school who had yet to start on the project. The vignette allowed
an extended narrative of teachers’ perceptions, assumptions and reflections that might
not be revealed in the structured response items.

Retelling

Assessment for Learning

Reciprocal
Teaching

Process
Writing

Figure 2.
Integration of teaching

strategies
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For the study of student learning outcomes, a quasi-experimental design was used
to gather results from pre-post tests administered among stratified random samples
of students in the seven experimental and seven control schools over three test
points. However, their significant difference and effect size is not reported in this paper.
The sources of data collected are summarized in Table II.

Analysis of qualitative and quantitative data
Qualitative data gathered in the course of the lesson study was first coded using
“open coding” (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) to affix labels to the textual information.
The data were then sorted by categories and placed under “core categories” to identify
the patterns and themes which emerged to capture the lesson study process at each
stage, namely, training, instructional planning, lesson observation and the colloquium.
Choice quotes which illustrated these themes were also identified.

Having reduced the data through coding, which created groupings and sub-
groupings of information, the data were integrated and summarized in a narrative
manner to provide a “thick description” as suggested by Punch (2003) or what
Strauss and Corbin called a descriptive and coherent “storyline” (1998, p. 148). The core
categories helped to develop themes which relate to the purpose of the study.
Quantitative data, collected using the lesson observation checklist and teacher survey,

Sources of data
Qualitative/
quantitative data Technique for data analysis

Group interviews (project participants)
– needs analysis

Qualitative Coding

Workshop evaluation Quantitative and
qualitative

Percentages
Mean
Coding

School visit reports – instructional
planning

Qualitative Coding

Running records – classroom
observations

Qualitative Coding

Lesson observation cum AfL
checklists – classroom observations

Quantitative and
qualitative

Percentages
Mean
Coding

Notes of discussion on colloquium
template – colloquia

Qualitative Coding

Cross-case analysis – school advisors’
perspective and analysis of curriculum
practice, AfL, student learning, use of
resources

Qualitative Coding
Standard template to summarize the
open-ended comments and responses
to structured questions

Teacher survey with 4-point Likert-
scale items with open-ended responses
and a descriptive vignette – teacher
perspective and evaluation

Quantitative and
qualitative

Percentages
Mean scores
Coding:
Open-ended responses

Group discussion (with school
principals) – project implementation at
school

Qualitative Coding

Pre-post test results – student
outcomes
7 project schools
7 non-project schools

Quantitative Mean scores
Average percentage scores
T-tests
Effect sizes

Table II.
Sources of qualitative and
quantitative data collected
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was analyzed using descriptive statistics with percentages and mean scores as the
unit of analysis.

5. Findings
The data from the multiple sources yielded findings pertaining to the professional
training of teachers, curriculum delivery through lesson study, assessment practices,
student learning and student outcomes, including the overall consequences and impact
of the project on teacher, teaching and learning. In this paper, we focus more on the
links between lesson study and the delivery of the EL curriculum by examining
teaching and student response to the use of the strategies from the perspectives
of school advisors and teachers. Hence the findings will serve to establish, with
the necessary evidence, how well strategy-rich lessons, mediated through lesson study,
have been implemented in our project schools.

Training: providing the ground work for practice at school
Training was provided at the start of each cycle, and this allowed teachers to be
introduced to subject matter knowledge through the explicit teaching of the strategies
on retelling, process writing and reciprocal teaching. Contextualization was provided
through the use of hands-on activities, video-clip examples, while the simulation of
lesson study processes took place through the instructional planning segment, micro-
teaching exercise and the critique which followed. An examination of the teachers’
responses to the training (gathered from the teacher survey) showed that they
acknowledged the knowledge, perspectives and skills gained were useful and
applicable in their classroom (retelling: mean score of 3.4; process writing: mean score
of 3.1; reciprocal teaching: mean score of 3.3).

Instructional planning across three cycles: moving from solo effort to collaboration
In Cycle 1, the school advisors’ report on the RL drew attention to the false starts,
uncertainty and incomplete understanding of both the process of lesson study as
well as the interpretation of the teaching strategy. For instance, planning, at the very
beginning, was not collaborative but a solo effort, with the RL plans put together by the
instructional leaders or the level coordinators. School advisors spend time on basic
procedural matters such as “clarifying the purpose of the steps” for retelling and
incorporating the “AfL moments” into the lesson.

In Cycle 2, the school advisors noted that there was emerging evidence of
collaboration in the planning of the RL. In all schools, the RL1 teachers talked through
the plans and ideas for the pre-writing step, how they raised questions to facilitate
the co-construction of text, and conferenced to edit and improve the paragraphs
co-constructed with the class. Teachers wrapped up the RL with instructions for
groups to replicate one additional paragraph on their own. The teething problems were
related to the selection of the rich text (GMSS), the superficial interpretation of the
teaching strategy by a disparate team of teachers (ASS) and the insistent use of
summary writing to teach process writing (BVSS) even though both shared different
approaches and lesson objectives.

By the time the teachers arrived at Cycle 3, in Year 2, teachers were found to show a
keener sense of “what to expect” and “what to do.” This was in part guided by the
formalized and refined advisory visit tool, which sets out a “clear agenda of action,”
and the availability of more complete lesson plans, as opposed to lesson outlines, for
discussion. As the RL teachers talked through their lesson, the non-RL teachers
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attempted to “spot learning gaps” by anticipating the challenges teachers might face
with their own classes of students.

The teacher surveys confirmed the views of school advisors that instructional
planning fostered collaboration and improved teacher confidence when they co-
designed their RL. They regarded instructional planning as learning opportunities –
100.00 percent (Survey 1); 90.00 percent (Survey 2); 100.00 percent (Survey 3).

Findings from the vignettes revealed that teachers benefitted from learning “to
modify their lessons” for different purposes to produce RL1 and RL2. Instructional
planning allowed them to clarify concepts from the training, discuss as a team how the
lessons fit coherently into the units of work and where to make the improvements. In
the course of instructional planning the PLC developed “team work,” while deepening
their insight into how lessons “should be structured.” In the words of one beginning
teacher, “the entire level benefited; no one gets left behind” (Anna).

Lesson observations: surfacing problems to inform learning from gradual improvement
In Cycle 1, sharing and comparing was critical to retelling at the secondary level but it
was not as effectively delivered. According to the school advisors, only 50 percent of
the teachers or (seven out of 14) were able to encourage students to compare and note
the differences between the original text and their retellings based on the Brown
and Cambourne’s (1987, p. 33) prompt: “Turn over the text and write out your retelling
for someone else who has not read your text.” It later dawned upon the teachers
that “sharing” preceded “comparing” and how the step had explicitly integrated
listening and speaking, another area of language learning in the English Language
Syllabus 2010.

In Cycle 2, the use of retelling with process writing created greater ease in the
gathering of ideas for writing because students could “borrow” points from the given
text as well as add ideas of their own. Both teachers and school advisors acknowledged
the integration of retelling with process writing reinforced the practice of retelling from
Cycle 1 and that most students were able to recall, share and organize ideas in
preparation for class writing. However, most of the teachers who claimed “familiarity”
with process writing were in fact not comfortable with the idea of co-construction by
drawing responses from students and building upon them. For some, the writing
process was overtaken by uncomfortable “silence” when students were not
forthcoming with their personal responses or when they were not sure of how to
respond to prompting questions that were sometimes so unspecific (e.g. “So how [y]
what’s next? What do you want to write?”). An examination of student work seemed to
suggest longer and more complete pieces of (written) retelling compared to those
analyzed in Cycle 1 but few observed instances of group writing/writing in Pairs that
matched the paragraphs of the text in quality and length. Furthermore, class
conferencing was limited to rudimentary error correction at word level, usually in the
form of word substitutions.

In Cycle 3, the basic steps of reciprocal teaching (RcT) as a strategy was found in
most lessons. The RL teachers were clear in communicating the purpose of RcT, and
were able to follow the sequence from predicting (P) to clarifying (C), questioning (Q)
and summarizing (S), using the appropriate meta-language of the strategy, though
the process did not always flow as smoothly. The challenge for teachers was the
interpretation of the strategy over two parts: Class-RcT and Group-RcT. While
teachers had difficulty eliciting a range of questions from the students, they were able
to elicit and co-construct answers to some literal and inferential questions with their
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students. Teachers were also able to model summarizing most successfully for their
students as well as assign roles to facilitate the practice of Group-RcT even though the
group discussion of text was not always effectively carried out.

Data from the teacher surveys conveyed strong agreement on the learning
opportunities that lesson observations provided the teachers – 96.97 percent (Survey 1);
100.00 percent (Survey 2); 95.00 percent (Survey 3). This corroborated with findings
from the vignettes which revealed that teachers found the opportunity to observe
lessons “live” had enabled them to interpret the different uses of strategies in practice.
The lesson enactment, they conceded, had highlighted potential “pitfalls in teaching”
as well as “best practices.”

Colloquia: identifying gaps, informing improvement and celebrating learning
In Cycle 1, the school advisors facilitated the session as well as explained the protocol,
the process of engagement, the purpose of the session, the focus on student learning
and the key learning points for follow up action. In the course of lesson analysis,
teachers began to make more sense of their observations in terms of student learning,
and not merely by what the RL teacher taught in class, appreciate the language and
skills students demonstrated to predict, read, write, share, compare and contribute to
the retelling lesson.

In one school (BPGH), teachers moved from “absolute silence” at the first advisory
visit to the “emerging voices of all teachers” at Colloquium 1. The lesson analysis and
discussion on the gaps in student understanding and how the lesson delivery could
help narrow these gaps or scaffold student learning had helped the team to derive the
principles of skilful teaching from the observations of student learning at RL1 which
were then applied in practice at RL2.

At Colloquium 2, the teachers were often pleasantly surprised at the chunks of
“continuous sentences” written by students during written retelling. Any form
of progress in student learning was an inherent motivator for teachers. In this regard,
school advisors J.C. and L.T. noted the surprising “shift in teacher attitude” from
ambivalence and “negativity” to “cooperation” at BVSS as teachers witnessed the
improvement in student learning and participation in response to the changes they
made to instruction at RL2.

In Cycle 2, the post-lesson discussion among teachers was centered on the
co-construction of text and how to knowingly extend students’ engagement with both
the task and the text (BPGH, PCSS). In another (GMSS), the colloquia provided
the opportunity to build shared understanding on the relevant use of a rich text as the
lesson stimulus, as opposed to the use of moving images, especially when the students
themselves were not able to express themselves in good spoken language by recasting
images into words.

In Cycle 3, compared to Cycle 1, school advisors noted that teachers cited evidence
of student learning more extensively. In one school (BPGH), teachers recorded student
learning on lesson observation templates, an iPad and cameras. Familiarity with the
lesson study processes aided discussion in Cycle 3. As school advisor J.C. observed,
teachers had become “more forthcoming and quicker to respond since they were now
more familiar with how the conversation is conducted.” The instructional leaders
facilitated the colloquia with a firmer grasp of the protocol and order of discussion with
reference to the “colloquium agenda tool.”

Similarly, the colloquia were unanimously perceived by teachers to intensify
self-reflection on how one can make the improvement to teaching. As indicated in the
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teacher surveys teachers had consistently endorsed the learning opportunities made
possible by the colloquia – 96.97 percent (Survey 1); 100.00 percent (Survey 2); 95.00
percent (Survey 3). The “critique” and lesson analysis helped generalize “principles for
skilful teaching.” This corroborated with findings from the vignettes where teachers
acknowledged the importance of mutual support and learning from fellow colleagues.
Professional growth occurred when they were able to “share and compare” ideas, offer
“critique” and “specific feedback” and built shared understanding or “teacher beliefs”
as well as growth through “positive failure” which did occur at RL1 Class-RcT lessons.
In the words of a teacher: “The colloquia were really useful. I learnt from the different
perspective[s] of the different teachers. I liked the thought provoking questions the
MOE facilitator raised, because they made us reflect on why we do what we do,
something we do not often do in the hustle and bustle of daily life.”

Teacher learning of AfL across retelling, process writing and reciprocal teaching over
three cycles
Assessment practices in retelling. The teachers were generally aware of how AfL could
influence student learning but at least 50 percent of them or seven out of 14 were not
able to use the information subsequently to make adjustments to their lessons.
The practice of recording students’ progress was observed only among five out of the
14 teachers. This could be attributed to the fact that, in Cycle 1, teachers had acquired
neither an intuitive focus on “student learning” as central to teaching nor the need to
gather evidence of student learning on an ongoing basis.

Assessment practices in process writing. Nine of the 14 teachers could handle class
writing and class conferencing to effectively bring out the AfL moments but only three
of the 14 teachers could show students how to reflect on their own writing and
effect error correction. This meant that the teachers made an effort to incorporate AfL
practices in their process writing, even though the AfL moments could have been more
effectively capitalized to enhance peer correction.

Assessment practices in reciprocal teaching. All the 14 project teachers had raised
questions to probe and check students’ understanding of the text, encouraged them to
reflect on the outcome of their learning, and co-constructed responses by building
on students’ answers. However, encouraging students to self-evaluate the adequacy of
their responses remained a challenge for the teachers. Over the course of time, it
became intuitively apparent to teachers that reciprocal teaching had a number of
inherent AfL features which could be realized the moment the strategy was applied.

This corroborated with findings from the teacher surveys in which they declared
that they were able to identify and incorporate AfL moments in their classroom
practice as they progressed over the course of the three cycles – 100.00 percent
(Survey 1); 93.33 percent (Survey 2); 94.74 percent (Survey 3). Such AfL moments
became more deliberately incorporated at various points during instructional
planning and during the RL itself. Teacher-observers also became more attuned to
recognizing and picking out these AfL moments during lesson observations.

Impact on student learning of skills during retelling, process writing and reciprocal
teaching and their overall English language learning over three cycles
The majority of the teachers affirmed in the teacher surveys that their students were
progressing in their use of English skills (97.14 percent at Survey 1; 90.00 percent
at Survey 2; 80.00 percent at Survey 3). However, the progress occurred in areas apart
from listening and speaking. In fact, 45 percent of the teachers, or nine out of 20
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teachers, were not persuaded that the Project had enabled their students to progress
effectively in listening and speaking. In total, 74 percent of them would have liked to
see relatively greater exposure being given to listening and speaking among the
majority of their students. This could be attributed to the fact that oracy skills were not
made as explicit or highlighted repeatedly in the pilot as reading and writing.

In the area of reading and comprehension, 95 percent of the teachers agreed that the
curriculum activities had enabled the majority of their students to critically process
what they read, including making reflections and evaluation. As a result, teachers such
as Hui Ling and Anitha noted that their students had become more active learners,
“engaged” in the learning process, and had grown in “confidence” as language users.
They saw strategies such as reciprocal teaching to be useful for comprehension. Anna
emphasized: “What I like the most is that students are now interacting more closely
with the text. You can see evidence of close reading as students annotate the text by
highlighting key words/phrases, jotting down LIE (literal, inferential, evaluative)
questions and summarising main points.”

In the area of writing, teachers noted their students had acquired a wider range of
“vocabulary” and were learning to recognize common grammatical errors as well as
other textual and language features in the course of editing and exposure to rich texts.
Importantly, even though teachers recognized that retelling and process writing had
created opportunities for students to “read purposefully,” form “good sentences” and
“organize their thought” during class and individual writing, only 36.84 percent of the
teachers were convinced that their own students were able to write more effectively.

Overall impact of the project
Beyond the critical literacy skills in the areas of reading and writing, the classroom
data illustrated that teaching strategies of retelling, reciprocal teaching and process
writing, enacted through a co-constructed curriculum, could be used not only to teach
reading and writing holistically but also to emphasize other areas of language learning
such as listening and speaking, as well as the use of language for impact – learning
outcomes as delineated in the English Language Syllabus 2010.

Furthermore, for teachers who needed to determine the selection of teaching
strategies, the findings seemed to suggest that such a “pedagogy of choice” in an EL
curriculum at the lower secondary could be one based on the following criteria.
Whichever the strategy, it should:

. allow an integration of all language skills taught holistically and systematically;

. combine multiple levels and steps in a lesson;

. involve students directly in their own learning and peer/self-assessment;

. take advantage of an array of rich continuous texts; and

. be supported through sustained use and application in appropriate EL lessons.

Overall, school advisors registered a change in teachers’ professional attitudes towards
the project. Teachers, especially younger teachers, felt guided by their peers and more
experienced colleagues. They learned to sharpen their skills from “watching their more
experienced colleagues” in class. Anna sums it up very cogently: “As a Beginning
Teacher, I find my participation in the En-ELT project as an enriching experience. It
equipped me with the resources and structure to facilitate the learning and teaching of
English to my Sec 1 classes.” To which Xiao Tang echoed a similar view: “The En-ELT
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project has been a fruitful journey to me [a beginning teacher]. I have learnt much
about lesson planning and incorporating AFL moments in the classroom. At the same
time, I feel more confident and willing to try new approaches as a teacher.”

Representing the more experienced teachers, Arthur, an HOD, affirmed that the
“various platforms for discussion and planning (e.g. workshops, colloquia, etc) also
helped older colleagues rethink their approaches and allowed them to raise the
keenness of the lesson further.” Tou Hwa, another HOD added: “It has been fun
participating in the En-ELT project. I learnt so much from my dedicated team of
teachers, and through the clarification by the content/pedagogy experts at the training
workshops and colloquia. I’m looking forward to more engaging participation of my
students during EL lessons, and meaningful discussions of teaching and learning with
my colleagues.”

For the non-RL teachers who were the observers at RL but who carried out the RL
independent of lesson observations, the merit of the lesson study process was not lost
on them. Michelle noticed: “Watching a class also helped me to expect the problems
that might come up in mine, and allowed me time to pre-empt them.” At NCHS, another
teacher affirmed that “non-RL teachers sit in at RLs and Colloquia to deliberately
maximize [the professional development opportunity]” for all teachers. However, the
issue of evenness of practice among RL and non-RL teachers in each cycle remains an
inherent gap in the project model that has to be addressed.

6. Discussion and conclusion
As an exploratory study, Project En-ELT sought to examine how lesson study could
be used to mediate curriculum innovation by engaging teachers and students in the
effective use of teaching strategies and formative assessment practices in the
classroom. The pilot attests that lesson study can enhance the building of subject
matter and pedagogical knowledge by getting teachers to weave the teaching
strategies with great intentionality into each RL. This approach strengthened
commitment to quality learning among students with resultant improvement in AfL.

Lesson study built knowledge in EL teaching by weaving teaching strategies into the RL
Lesson study connected teachers to their subject matter knowledge during EL teaching
through the consistent focus on the learning outcomes of English Language Syllabus
2010 as well as the integration of EL SSAB, including items and structures, in the RL.
The integration was woven intentionally into the instructional planning sessions,
tested out explicitly during lesson observations and re-examined for improvement
during the colloquia. These multiple re-visitations of language skills allowed teachers
to build shared understanding of the teaching strategies at many levels during the
project and to see them exemplified at least twice – once at RL1 and again at RL2. The
teacher modeling at RL1 and RL2 demonstrated what was possible in the application
of the strategies while lesson study provided the trial-and-error environment through
rehearsals and discovery of learning. Pre-teaching of the strategies prior to RL1 added
to the repertoire of professional practice and became a useful pre-RL step.

The nature of co-construction of the RL plans placed teachers at the intersection of
SSAB and teaching strategies each time they were forced to question themselves,
“What will students learn?” and “How will students learn it?” Co-construction
compelled teachers to develop “eyes for student learning,” a phenomenon similarly
observed by Fang et al. (2009a). As teachers built collective wisdom, they examined
potential gaps in student learning and provided the most appropriate support and
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scaffolding to address learning needs. Through deliberation and conceptual work,
knowledge was distributed among teachers.

The move from familiarization to a more sophisticated use of the strategies in EL
lessons resonated with the levels of use (LoU), originally proposed by Hall et al. (1975)
and Hall and Hord (1987) to describe how well teachers could be said to respond to the
use of innovative practices. What the LoU illustrated was that teachers were more
likely to move along a continuum from “non-use” and “preparation” at the start of an
innovation (Levels 0 and 1) to a higher level of use rather than to jump from one
transition to another. In this project, it was not unusual to observe “unevenness” in the
interpretation and practice of the teaching strategies among teachers and schools but,
instead of incompetency, the “unevenness” suggested the need for sustained practice so
that teachers could move from “routine use” to “refinement” and eventually to the
desired level of “renewal” (Level 6) in the use of the innovation.

Lesson study mediated curriculum innovation by connecting theory to practice through
the immediacy of enactment in the classroom
As pointed out by Spillane (2012), lesson study provided the needed structure and
routines which helped teachers to translate theory into practice with the immediacy
of enactment. This occurred particularly through the use of tools, expressed in the
form of templates and thinking frames, which helped to operationalize the lesson
study processes during instructional planning, lesson observations and the colloquia.
Enactment with the aid of clear “structures,” cycle after cycle, developed the routines
of deliberation, negotiation, reflection and consensus building, an approach that
seemed particularly useful for project schools who were themselves new to lesson
study in English.

The mediation of the curriculum also occurred emphatically through the tripartite
roles of MOE, the school and teachers. At the macro-level, the school advisors were one
of the key factors that connected practice to possibilities for the teachers. Of the
many roles played by the school advisors, three were critical to the outcomes of the
innovation – that of facilitator, advisor and problem solver. As facilitators, school
advisors modeled the lesson study protocol and standards of practice, pressed
for attention on what had been observed and achieved at each RL and pushed for
commitment to some collective decisions as a PLC. As advisors, school advisors drew
attention to all aspects of teacher development, corrected conceptual errors and
highlighted “blind spots” which surfaced in the course of the RL. As problem solvers,
they directed attention to some future action to improve the process of teaching
and learning English based on generalizable principles of skilful practice derived at
the colloquia.

When the roles of MOE were mediated through the lesson study processes, it
became more democratic, socializing, interactive and empowering. All parties involved
recognized that the lesson study processes could not be completed or even carried out
without mutual support and collaboration.

On the other hand, at the micro-level, professional growth occurred in tandem with
the degree of support from teachers, who participated in the project, instructional
leaders, who coordinated teachers for meaningful, purposeful work on a regular basis,
heads of department and school principals whose remarkable presence signaled the
importance of teacher work. Such camaraderie reduced competition among teachers
and created an “open door” culture of purposeful continuous learning and
improvement among teachers, beginning and experienced alike, with the willingness
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on the part of teachers to take initiative and to make adjustments for one another.
When leadership came from within, and support was teacher-led and ground-up, the
practice of innovation was more likely to be effective and sustained.

Lesson study facilitated curriculum innovation by engaging students in their own
learning while fostering AfL
Commitment to student learning occurred when the new emphasis shifted focus from
teaching to learning and how teachers could help model and demonstrate that learning.
This constituted a shift in thinking for teachers used to teacher-centric practices with
the teacher as the sole authority of knowledge to one in which the teacher leads, directs
and facilitates learning for students.

The growing consciousness of student learning provided the context for the
infusion of assessment practices in the classroom. Findings affirmed that teachers
became more able to incorporate AfL to influence teaching and to use the information
on learning to shape subsequent adjustments to lessons at RL2. Their collection of
evidence of student learning had moved from “scant” to “obvious” even as they
acquired their “eye on student learning.” As teaching and assessment became mutually
reinforcing, the practice made teaching and learning “visible” and, through the
assessment, teaching imposed accountability for learning. It further encouraged
teachers themselves to take on the role of problem solvers when they begin to
problematize student learning. In this regard, it affirmed an observation that has been
made by Wenger and Snyder (2000) on how innovative learning can happen when the
community encounter emerging problems and share their experiences and knowledge
in “free-flowing and creative ways” (p. 140) to deal with budding problems.

More importantly, the use of strategies to learn English provided students with
appropriate language experiences that centered on rich stimulus materials and good
models of effective language use, a key emphasis in English Language Syllabus 2010.
When student learning becomes the “regulator of the curriculum,” attention will be
shifted from assessment, drill and examinations to practice, collaboration and
engagement with learning.

7. Challenges and future directions
Sustainability remained a problematic issue. This area has to be examined more
thoroughly in future studies. The pilot illustrated that “telling” and “reminding”
schools about the practice of infusing strategy-rich lessons in the curriculum are
important dissemination ideas but, to achieve results, schools need more concrete
models. Hawley (1978, p. 229) succinctly reminds us that “the crucial determinant of
any given innovation’s success is the willingness of teachers to employ it and do so
creatively and selectively in the context of the needs and abilities of their students.”
On the same note, McLaughlin and Marsh (1978) reiterate that “even the best
educational practice is unlikely to fulfill its promise in the hands of inadequately
trained or unmotivated teachers” (p. 69).

If our goal is to strengthen the explicit teaching and learning of English in the
classroom, then Project En-ELT can be seen as opening a small window to an
important area – teaching and learning English at the lower secondary, the
foundational years of secondary schooling. The findings and analysis suggest that
the project has sufficient potential to convince teachers of its merit. However, to
encourage teachers to continue to play a central role in ensuring the sustainability of
the curriculum innovation, project implementation will need to emphasize sustained
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exposure to the use of teaching strategies in all classes and appropriate lessons, the
sharing of good practices beyond the year level and a sustained transfer of learning
among teachers. To refine the quality of classroom practice, there must be the continuous
infusion of strategy-rich lessons, deliberately and intentionally, in the school curriculum.
To ensure effective implementation there has to be continued, though differentiated,
support for all the schools as well as evaluation of the project for evidence to inform
practice. The learning continues – at every level.
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