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Self-study research in teacher education

Studies about teacher learning during the last twenty years have focused on the relationship
between knowledge and practice. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), situate self-study in the
category of knowledge-of-practice and propose a view of inquiry as stance to understand
teaching and learning about practice as a process that occurs during the span of a teacher’s
career. Self-study research is a fairly new approach to teacher research that views teachers as
reflective practitioners and focuses on the critical examination of one s own practice.

The literature on self-study research provides contributions from Dinkelman (2003),
Loughran (2007), Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), Clandinin and Connelly (2007), and
Peercy (2014), among others. Loughran (2007) defends that a central purpose in self-study
is uncovering deeper understandings of the relationship between teaching about teaching
and learning about teaching. Connelly and Clandinin, (2007, p. 575) distinguish between
teachers’ knowledge as something they possess and a view of knowledge as coming from
their practices. They consider that self-study is important because of its potential to reveal
knowledge of the educational landscape. Dinkleman defines self-study as “intentional and
systematic inquiry into one’s own practice” (p. 8). Lastly, Peercy (2014) uses self-study as a
mechanism for innovation and change within a framework of practice-based education in
teacher education.

From my experience as teacher educator learning from teachers and doing research with
teachers, | see the value of self-study when teachers see what they know through reflections
about their practice. In our latest collaborative project using community-based pedagogies
with teachers in public schools in Bogot4, (Sharkey, Clavijo-Olarte, & Ramirez, 2016), we saw
teachers surprised of what they knew and didn’t know about their students’ community in
relation to their teaching in classrooms. This work showed a self-discovery feature of self-study
that was important when engaging with others in inquiries in their own schools. Thus, teachers’
rich stories emerged from 20 and 30 years of experience working in the same community and
not knowing much about it. Our collaborative work between university and schools, teacher
educators and practicing teachers, and between researchers to plan community inquiries
using teachers’ knowledge of practice, different content areas, the physical context, families,
and the communities highlights the richness of teachers’ narratives.

But the question remains of how to do self-study and what is used in self-study research? In
self-study, researchers use teachers’ autobiographies, personal-experience methods, teachers’
narratives of their own practice, teachers’ own teaching journals, and personal history-based
beliefs relevant in teacher decision making to understand teachers’ stories. The words of a
teacher educator and experienced researcher, Theresa Austin (2016), help me better illustrate
self-study research in teacher education. She defined self-study as “revolutionary in the sense
that it includes the researcher as object of investigation and in so doing it helps him/her to
be conscious about the process of research as well as the results. Self-study research is done
with a critical lens, and in an equitable mode as it shares the power position of research
with those participating in it. There is no way to become the invisible researcher neither the
omnipotent one.” (Personal communication, July, 2016).
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All in all, and resorting to an ongoing conversation with my Chilean colleague Miguel Farias,
we believe that by focusing our awareness on our own teaching and learning practices and
sharing the results of such observations in collaborative communities of interest, language
educators are furnished with robust critical and contextualized views of the learning process.
Such self-mirrorings may challenge inherited beliefs on the status of knowledge and practice
in our disciplinary fields but, consequently, they open new avenues to our understanding of
the marvelous world of language learning.
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