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Language teacher action research: 
achieving sustainability

Emily Edwards and Anne Burns

Action research (AR) is becoming increasingly popular in ELT contexts as a 
means of continuous professional development. The positive impacts of AR 
on language teacher development are well documented, but the important 
question of how those impacts can be sustained over time is virtually 
unexplored. Drawing on findings from a study of teachers in Australia, we 
address the question of the sustainability of the impact of AR. Data from a 
survey and interviews show that, between one and four years after completing 
an AR programme, the teachers felt more confident, connected to their 
students, research-engaged, and recognized by colleagues and managers. We 
argue that a balance of top-down institutional support and individual teacher 
motivation is essential in ensuring sustainability of the impact over time. 
Finally, we suggest how the benefits of AR can be sustained for teachers doing 
AR and their colleagues.

Ensuring that high quality continuous professional development (CPD) 
opportunities are made available to English language teachers around 
the world is a key concern of the ELT field, and action research (AR) is 
one model that is increasingly offered as part of CPD. As Burns (2013) 
explains, AR involves teachers taking ‘action’, often in the form of an 
intervention to systematically investigate, through ‘research’, a classroom 
issue they feel is worth exploring in order to better understand or enhance 
an aspect of teaching or learning. AR cycles of planning, acting, observing, 
and reflecting are implemented in order to collect evidence to support 
understanding or improvements. Recent examples of AR being used as 
part of CPD include a British Council project in Chile (Smith, Connelly, 
and Rebolledo 2014), a national programme in Australia (Burns op.cit.), 
and a university–school collaboration project in China (Yuan and Lee 
2015).

From studies into the impact of teacher research more generally, some 
authors have concluded that teachers’ engagement in research has the 
potential to be transformative (Borg 2010). However, Borg also points out 
that it is still relatively uncommon for English language teachers to engage 
in research, so little is currently known about their experiences of the 
process, and how effective AR is as a CPD option. To address this gap in 
knowledge, some studies in the ELT context have explored the immediate 
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impact of AR on teachers, and have reported profound impacts on 
teachers’ development, such as deeper knowledge and personal theories 
about teaching, increased awareness and reflectivity, empowerment, and 
beneficial collaboration with their colleagues (Atay 2008; Wyatt 2011).

While these reported benefits are certainly encouraging, it is also 
important to know whether and how these impacts are sustained 
over time, thereby becoming embedded in teachers’ professional 
learning. Indeed, as Allwright (1997: 369) highlights when discussing 
teacher research, ‘without sustainability nothing of value is going to 
be happening in the long term’. Allwright refers to the importance of 
teachers developing a ‘research perspective’, which he defines as ‘an 
ongoing concern for understanding’ (ibid.: 369–70). Similarly, studies 
in mainstream education have referred to teachers developing and 
maintaining a ‘reflective mindset’ after being involved in AR (Seider and 
Lemma 2004; Goodnough 2011). In the ELT context, McDonough (2006) 
found that a postgraduate AR seminar and subsequent presenting and 
publishing had a lasting impact on the professional development of seven 
participants in terms of their classroom awareness and strategies.

Further problematizing the notion of sustainability, we would ask: What 
do we understand by ‘sustainable’ language teacher AR? Only one study 
has so far looked at the ongoing impact of classroom-based AR in the 
ELT context. Burns (op.cit.) reported positive impacts of an Australian 
pilot AR programme at the personal, organizational, and sectoral levels. 
For example, she mentions that teachers reported substantial impacts 
on their teaching practices, with some becoming motivated to undertake 
further formal qualifications. At the organizational level, Burns reports 
that several schools embraced the teachers’ research and subsequently 
integrated it into curriculum and staff development planning. She notes 
in particular that a ‘ripple-effect’ (op.cit.: 101) was felt between schools and 
colleges, as other institutions started to hear about the AR programme 
and its outcomes. This research suggests that it is valuable to expand 
the notion of sustainability beyond teachers’ individual experiences of 
engaging in AR and to consider long-term impacts. The present study 
extends Burns’ research in terms of depth and time span. In this article, 
we detail teachers’ perceptions of the ongoing impact of the same AR 
programme, drawing on data from teachers from each of the first four 
years of the programme.

Regarding factors that help sustain the benefits once an AR programme 
or course has been completed, little research has been published. Borg 
(op.cit.) lists teacher conditions (such as attitude and motivation) and 
project conditions (such as relevance, structure, and support) that can 
encourage research engagement in the first place, but the conditions for 
sustaining the positive impacts of teacher research over time still need to 
be understood. Yuan and Lee (op.cit.) note that for teacher professional 
growth to be ongoing after completion of an AR programme, support 
from schools is likely to be crucial as it will help teachers to continue 
to affect improvement. The current study also explores the factors that, 
from teachers’ perspectives, helped them to sustain the benefits in their 
contexts. The two research questions we investigated were:
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1 What do ELT teachers in Australia perceive to be the sustained impact 
of their participation in an AR programme?

2 What factors have helped to sustain the impact in these teachers’ 
contexts?

The national peak body (i.e. national association) for the Australian 
ELICOS (English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students) 
industry, English Australia, has been running an annual nine-month 
AR programme since 2010, in collaboration with the second author 
and with funding from Cambridge English Language Assessment.1 
ELICOS teachers from around Australia are eligible to apply either 
individually or with a colleague, and, each year, six projects are accepted. 
The programme is structured around a series of three workshops that 
bring together the teachers, the second author, and the English Australia 
professional development and support officer to present and discuss 
classroom investigations at the beginning (March), middle (July), and end 
(September) of the programme. Between workshops, the teachers conduct 
AR in their own classrooms, supported by each other through a wiki, and 
email and Skype discussions with the second author. The programme 
culminates in presentations of the teachers’ AR at the national English 
Australia conference in September each year. Following the conference, 
the teachers then write up reports for publication in Cambridge Research 
Notes. In the programme’s first four years, 2010–2013, a total of 33 
teachers took part, including the first author. In the first two years the 
teachers could research any topic, whereas from 2012 themes such as 
‘assessment’ and ‘speaking’ were selected to better address national 
ELICOS teaching priorities.

All teachers from the 2010–2013 programmes were invited to participate 
in the current study, and 16 (50 per cent of the total cohort) responded by 
completing an anonymous online survey about the programme’s impact 
on their professional development. Respondents included teachers from 
all years: in the sections below, those from the first two years are labelled 
EPs (earlier participants), and those from the third and fourth years are 
labelled LPs (later participants). The majority were experienced teachers, 
with on average 15 years’ teaching. Of the 16 survey respondents, ten then 
volunteered to participate in follow-up interviews, again representing all 
years of the programme.2 As the main researcher, the first author had an 
insider perspective, since she had taken part in the same AR programme 
in 2012 as a teacher. This allowed her to identify with participants’ 
experiences, and also to offer a different viewpoint from previous AR 
impact studies which are usually conducted by the AR programme 
facilitator alone (for example McDonough op.cit.; Atay op.cit.). However, 
to guard against personal bias, close analysis of the data was crucial in this 
study.

A social constructionist case study approach was adopted which, by 
allowing participants to express their views freely (Creswell 2003), 
illuminates how participants create meaning in their own contexts. 
Teachers’ published AR reports from years 2010–2012 were analysed to 
design the online survey that comprised a five-point Likert scale (strongly 
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agree to strongly disagree) about the ongoing impact of the programme, 
in each instance also allowing the respondents to write a short response to 
add details. Ten semi-structured interviews were subsequently conducted 
to allow teachers to express their perceptions in more depth. The 
questions asked for the participants’ perceptions of micro (teacher and 
students) and macro (school) levels of impact, as well as how and why they 
thought impact had been sustained (or not) in their contexts. The data 
analysis process involved two stages as follows:

 ■ first, categories were developed through two rounds of coding of the 
open-ended survey responses;

 ■ next, a cross-analysis of the survey data with the interview 
transcripts was conducted, in which interview comments were 
added to the existing categories, and some categories were merged 
or adapted.

The final categories were then grouped into themes, resulting in four key 
themes concerning the sustained impact of the AR programme, and each 
theme included two attributes or sub-themes.

Table 1 shows the key themes and sub-themes, and specific quotes for 
each theme are provided in the sections that follow.

All four themes suggest that the impact on these teachers was substantial and 
was being sustained over the one to four years following their participation in 
the AR programme. We now describe each of the four impacts in more detail 
with illustrations from the cross-analysis in order to answer the first research 
question: What do ELT teachers in Australia perceive to be the sustained 
impact of their participation in an AR programme?

Most of the teachers commented that they felt more confident as 
teaching practitioners after their participation in the AR programme, 
and this confidence was manifested in various ways. Several teachers 
mentioned feelings of ‘reassurance’ and ‘satisfaction’ that they were 
teaching in ways that suited students’ needs and goals. For instance:

table 1
Main themes for sustained 
impact of AR

Main themes (sustained impact of AR 
on teachers)

Sub-themes

1  The teachers felt more confident 
about their teaching.

 ■  Reassured about being on the right 
track.

 ■  Equipped with an ‘AR toolkit’.

2  The teachers felt more connected to 
their students.

 ■  Gained a ‘student perspective’.
 ■  Communicated more openly with 

students.

3  The teachers were more engaged 
with and in research.

 ■  Felt increased motivation to read up 
on theory.

 ■  Had a ‘thirst’ to do more research.

4 The teachers felt more recognized.  ■  Recognized more from within the 
workplace.

 ■  Recognized more from outside the 
workplace.

Research findings

Impact 1: the 
teachers felt more 
confident about 
their teaching
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In terms of personal teaching, I think it gave us the satisfaction that 
we were on the right level, and taking the students on the right path 
[… it was], I guess being reassured was the most important thing, it 
was really good to see that we were on the right track. (Danni, LP, 
interview)

This sense of reassurance was probably due to the substantial (positive) 
input that Danni and other teachers received from their students, and 
the fact that through doing AR, the teachers felt able to make confident, 
evidence-based decisions about their teaching. The teachers had been 
equipped with a practical framework and a set of skills for supporting 
future teaching explorations: the AR cycles of planning, acting, observing, 
and reflecting on a classroom issue. Some of the teachers mentioned the 
empowering effect of this ‘framework’:

The programme ‘professionalises’ teachers, giving them more agency 
to take action when faced with classroom issues/opportunities. (EP, 
survey)

You go into class, and now you’re thinking, well, this could be a 
teaching experience, or this could be a teaching and researching 
experience, you know. […] now there just seems to be a more robust 
framework for how to go about that. (Jamie, LP, interview)

At the time of the interview, Jamie was applying the framework acquired 
through the AR programme, but in a different way: to test out a new 
language learning app in the classroom and then write up a review for a 
journal. While clearly maintaining a research perspective as a classroom 
teacher, Jamie was also continuing to engage in the more formal side of 
research by writing for a journal.

Training in the use of an AR framework also allowed the teachers to gain 
more insights into their students’ needs and perspectives. Several teachers 
commented on understanding their students better and thus being able to 
adapt their lessons correspondingly:

My action research has given me greater insight into how learners 
themselves approach assessments. (LP, survey)

I am learning to adapt my lessons to suit my individual students. […] 
AR has also helped me to see my students ‘in the round’ and consider 
how factors outside the classroom have an impact on their, and my, 
behaviour within it. (LP, survey)

Moreover, some of the teachers found AR led to more open 
communication with their students, since many of their investigations 
included interviews and focus groups conducted collaboratively:

AR definitely opened the roads of communication with my students and 
allowed me to adjust my teaching accordingly. (LP, survey)

Another teacher described in detail how they still used focus groups 
several years after first running them in the AR programme, and 
found this kind of communication valuable in listening actively to 
students:

Impact 2: the 
teachers felt more 
connected to their 
students
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I still use focus groups. […] just every couple of weeks talking to 
students informally, finding out which lessons they liked, what aspects 
of the lesson they liked, what they want more of, less of, I think that’s 
very useful. (Rory, EP, interview)

These comments suggest that AR sustainability can become embedded in 
future classroom practice. The development of a more reflective mindset 
together with the use of research skills learnt while conducting AR (such 
as seeking students’ opinions) seem to have led the teachers to establish 
more open, collaborative approaches to their teaching.

Notably, none of the 16 teachers mentioned having done AR formally 
again after completing the programme, mostly because they lacked 
time or support. However, as Allwright (op.cit.) argues, this is much 
less important than maintaining a research perspective. It is clear from 
the findings of this study that the participants were still very much 
engaged with (by reading) and in (by doing) research. In response to a 
survey statement about having ‘increased motivation after doing AR’, 
several teachers mentioned feeling more motivated to read professional 
publications:

The AR programme really motivated me to read up on current issues in 
language such as demand-high,3 and this also had a direct impact on my 
teaching. (LP, survey)

Now I have finished I have the drive to continue improving my 
knowledge about teaching, and now have more access to sources of 
information. (LP, survey)

One explanation for this increase in motivation to read professionally is 
that AR focuses attention on a specific issue; therefore, a teacher’s search 
for literature also becomes focused and is likely to support their current 
interests. In terms of engagement in disseminating their research, 13 
of the 16 teachers reported having given a presentation outside their 
workplace since the AR programme, and six teachers had published an 
article based on their research in addition to the Cambridge Research Notes 
report. Another sustained impact was that some of the teachers reported a 
‘thirst’ to do more classroom-based research:

I still have a thirst for research and want to continue to conduct more 
research as a teacher, finding more solutions to those problems/issues 
in my teaching. (LP, survey)

Three teachers, Hilary (EP), Danni (LP), and Robin (LP) explicitly 
mentioned being inspired by AR to pursue a PhD. Danni described it as a 
sort of awakening:

I think it’s woken me up, action research. […] I’m ready for more 
research, so that’s my next step. I’m half-way through my PhD proposal 
now, […] it’s made me really eager to move on and do more research. 
(Danni, LP, interview)

Robin (LP) referred to applying the AR ‘toolkit’ acquired in the 
programme in different, more academic ways, which included starting a 
PhD and writing an essay for a competition. If teachers like Robin, Hilary, 

Impact 3: the 
teachers were more 
engaged with and in 
research
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and Danni are inspired by AR to continue into academic research, this 
suggests a sustainable impact that is as important as continuing to be a 
reflective teacher. Indeed, AR seems to have the potential to stimulate 
teachers to engage more academically with their profession. In addition 
to leading to publication, presentation, and even teacher education, which 
continue to assist in professionalizing ELT, it may provide pathways into 
continued and deeper research engagement.

About half of the teachers mentioned that in the years following the 
AR programme, they received increased recognition from within the 
workplace, from managers and colleagues. As Robin explained in the 
interview, doing AR seemed to be an effective way for teachers to make 
their teaching strategies more public:

If you do something like this, you ARE recognised, because you’re not 
just doing something privately in your classroom, which you know 
is working well and your students know is working well but possibly 
nobody else ever finds out about. (Robin, LP, interview)

Several teachers also commented that their research had led to being 
involved in further projects, such as curriculum development in their 
schools. Such recognition by managers, could, in turn, attract wider 
recognition through further presentation and dissemination:

I have been working full-time as a curriculum developer for the past 
year, largely as a result of some sample material I made in the AR 
project. The new course has been presented at two conferences for 
being ‘ground-breaking’ and ‘innovative’. (EP, survey)

In addition to greater recognition from managers, one teacher in 
particular commented that they were now seen by colleagues as the ‘go-to’ 
person for advice about professional development and research, which 
had a significant emotional effect:

I’m so happy to have that role in my institution, as teacher research is 
something that I feel passionately about and I want to encourage others 
to get on board too! (LP, survey)

For these teachers, feeling more recognized was an impact sustained 
not only at the personal, but also at the school (improvements to the 
curriculum, encouraging colleagues to do AR) and the sector (avenues 
for sector-wide sharing of findings incorporated into the AR programme) 
levels. In the interviews, Andy (EP) talked about going to another school 
where teachers had read their Cambridge Research Notes report and were 
using it to inform their own AR. Also, Danni (LP) was excited about 
presenting at an international conference and then receiving follow-up 
emails from teachers asking for advice. As well as being evidence of 
sustaining the AR impact at a macro level, wider recognition of the 
teachers’ research had a positive effect on their self-esteem and sense 
of professional identity, which in turn is likely to have increased their 
motivation to engage in more research.

We now turn to answering the second research question: What factors 
have helped to sustain the impact in these teachers’ contexts?

Impact 4: the 
teachers felt more 
recognized

How the impact was 
sustained
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In the interviews, three teachers commented that individual motivation 
to sustain the impact of AR on their professional development was 
necessary. Danni’s (LP) view was that ‘it is up to you to take it further, and 
I think the opportunity is there’. Taylor (LP) and Morgan (LP) stressed 
that doing further presentations and publications following on from 
the AR programme depended on the individual teacher. Although only 
three of the 16 teachers mentioned personal motivation, even applying to 
participate in the programme in the first place, and then completing it, 
demands a high level of individual agency. Because motivation to develop 
professionally might be assumed for these teachers, perhaps they did not 
see the need to mention it explicitly.

However, all ten teachers interviewed cited support from their managers 
as crucial in helping them to pursue their research interests and facilitate 
ongoing effects of the AR programme. This support included enthusiasm 
and encouragement to take part in research, recognition of research 
achievements, financial support in terms of a promotion or funding to 
attend overseas conferences, and flexibility in working arrangements to 
allow the AR findings to be incorporated into the school’s curriculum. 
For instance, Danni (LP) received financial support to present at an 
international conference, where the research was shared with teachers 
from other countries who have since implemented similar strategies. 
Robin (LP) mentioned that the manager had encouraged their application 
to the AR programme, and that this support ‘made a huge difference’. 
Hilary (EP) also mentioned the importance of managers being open to 
new ideas and new forms of professional development. Furthermore, Rory 
(EP) talked about gaining a permanent contract and promotion, which was 
believed to be a result of ongoing research engagement after doing the AR 
and being ‘noticed’ for this research. Therefore, while it may be true that 
teachers need the drive to take their AR experience forward themselves, it 
is likely that their motivation is considerably enhanced through support 
from school management.

In addition to factors that sustained the AR impact, some of the teachers 
also mentioned those that prevented the benefits from being adequately 
harnessed by their schools. Such factors included a lack of time for 
reflection within the weekly teaching cycle, economic conditions such 
as the dominance of casual teaching contracts and not being paid for 
professional development, and the suggestion that current models of 
professional development in ELICOS schools (such as workshops) do not 
promote reflection in the way that AR does. These issues need to be taken 
into consideration by school managers if the benefits of AR are to be truly 
optimized.

This study has shown that sustainability of the impact of AR (as perceived 
by the teachers) consists of more than teachers adopting and maintaining 
a research perspective: the impacts are multifaceted, interconnected, and 
are evident at micro and macro levels.

At the micro level, the AR programme led to participants adopting a 
research perspective that has been sustained over time, but which has 
manifested in two main ways. For some teachers, taking part in AR has 

Conclusions
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reinforced their position as classroom practitioners, who have become 
more confident, reflective, and flexible in their approach to teaching, 
have since adopted a research framework for other tasks, and feel 
recognized and valued by their managers and colleagues. As Gonzalez 
(2015) points out, when language teachers feel recognized, their 
motivation to continue improving their teaching is likely to increase, and 
may enhance their self-confidence and sense of professional identity. 
While these teachers may not have conducted AR formally again since 
the programme, they now use it as a tool for tasks such as reviewing 
an app, writing an essay, or reflecting on classroom issues. For other 
teachers, conducting AR has led to sustained and enhanced formal 
research engagement, and acted as a catalyst for them to commence 
research degrees. This career move is, we suggest, an under-recognized 
dimension of the sustained impact of AR.

At the macro level, a sustained impact can be seen on the teachers’ 
schools (on the curriculum and other teachers) and more widely 
through outside presentations and publications. These important 
‘ripple-effects’ (Burns op.cit.) are evidence of the way an AR programme 
introduced across an educational sector can feed into the CPD of 
individual English language teachers, and, potentially, their schools. We 
therefore propose a wider view of the notion of AR ‘sustainability’ than 
is commonly found in the literature, one which includes identifying 
sustained impacts at organizational, national, and possibly international 
levels.

A key insight emerging from this study, also, is that a balance of 
bottom-up individual teacher motivation and top-down institutional 
support is crucial in ensuring the sustainability of the impact of AR over 
time. Teachers themselves need to be motivated to continue using an AR 
mindset, even when it may not be possible to prioritize research-based 
CPD over other forms of professional development in their context at a 
specific time. Support from management is equally important, as Yuan 
and Lee (op.cit.) agree. It is vital that those responsible for school CPD 
are fully aware of possible ways in which the positive impacts of AR can 
be integrated and sustained. This support would mean optimizing the 
enthusiasm and motivation of the teachers who have taken part in an AR 
programme by:

 ■ supporting teachers to continue applying the AR framework in various 
ways to increase their confidence as practitioners;

 ■ encouraging teachers to continue to use channels of communication 
with students established as part of the AR;

 ■ promoting teachers’ wider research engagement to lead to more global 
recognition of their work and contribution to the ELT knowledge base;

 ■ providing adequate support for teachers to write up and publish their 
AR, and offering financial incentives to attend conferences;

 ■ using teachers’ AR findings to optimize school-wide improvement 
through collaborative CPD projects, such as curriculum development, 
peer mentoring, or mini AR projects.

Final version received August 2015
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Notes
1 We would like to thank English Australia and 

Cambridge English Language Assessment for 
their support and funding of the Action Research 
programme.

2 These teachers are referred to using gender-neutral 
pseudonyms and the pronouns ‘they’ and ‘their’ in 
the findings section.

3 ‘Demand-high’ is a concept introduced in 2012 
by Adrian Underhill and Jim Scrivener which 
encourages teachers to challenge their students 
more and make small changes to facilitate deeper 
learning.
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