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Abstract

This paper makes further calls for more TESOL research to be conducted in the teaching-research
nexus; specifically, for the research to be more grounded in classroom-contexts, and for methods to
be more transparent about the messiness of doing real-world classroom research. | present two key
calls for TESOL researchers: 1) to collaborate with teachers and ensure research questions are driven
by practice-based problems; and 2) to report classroom research by being honest about the
messinesss of their real-world data. The desired outcome of these calls is more transparency in
research, resulting ideally in a better balance of teaching-informed research and research-informed
teaching, and potentially the development of what some refer to as the ‘holistic academic’, referring
to researchers who can shift easily within a range of relevant identities: including a researcher,
teacher, and manager.

Introduction

TESOL research was traditionally led by researcher-practitioners, who acknowledged real-world
English language teaching problems (in alignment with developments in establishing applied
linguistics as a field of study) as the basis for research enquiries. Take, for instance, TESOL
Quarterly’s first two issues: Published in 1967, articles offer descriptions of and suggestions for
actual classroom practices. Some include sample exercises, based on either the author’s own
practices (see e.g. Arapoff, 1967) or on a combination of literature and personal experience (see e.g.
Ross, 1967). Over time however, the focus moved away from anecdotes for teaching English towards
empirical TESOL research, grounded in educational, linguistic or psychological principles. This
movement was part of a larger trend in educational research and has led to continued calls from
some higher education scholars to re-focus on the teaching-research nexus (see e.g. Neumann,
1992). These changes have contributed to a teaching and research bifurcation, where studies
conducted by researchers who are removed from teaching tend to be more highly valued by the
TESOL research community than many of the practical classroom-based, teaching-led work done by
researcher-practitioners.

The reality we increasingly face is one where TESOL practitioners do not read or use applied
linguistics research to inform teaching, relying instead on developing teaching skills from their own
practice (Paran, 2017; Rose & McKinley, 2017a). Even where teachers are willing and interested in
engaging with the research, they may be less aware of instructionally-oriented research, and may
have less physical access to it (see Sato & Loewen, 2019 on teachers’ engagement with instructional
second language acquisition, or ISLA research). The lack of engagement with the research may also
be due to the sanitized and idealized nature of published studies (Rose & McKinley, 2017b),
conducted by researchers who often are not practitioners (see Ur, 2012). This results in
decontextualized research publications, which do not always reflect the messiness of the real world,
nor the complex issues that teachers deal with in their daily practices. Medgyes (2017) argues there
may be no reason for teachers to engage with researchers, since there is no more assurance that



research findings should be any more trustworthy and informative than teachers’ experience. But as
Paran (2017) warns, researchers need to avoid isolating themselves from teachers, and should
encourage teachers “to influence the research agenda” (p. 506). And as Marsden and Kasprowicz’s
(2017) large-scale study of UK-based foreign language teachers’ lack of engagement with research
showed, researchers should be finding ways for teachers to evaluate their work, to make their
research part of teachers’ communities of practice. These recent encouragements are significant, yet
the bifurcation of teaching and research in TESOL persists. This paper, framed within higher
education contexts, explores this concern from the position that researchers will continue to
struggle with the teaching-research nexus in TESOL until we change or ‘evolve’ our understanding of
it.

In this paper, while the idea is certainly not new, | make a further call for more TESOL research to be
conducted in the teaching-research nexus; specifically, for the research to be more grounded in
classroom-contexts, and for methods to be more transparent about the messiness of doing real-
world classroom research (see Leung, Harris & Rampton, 2004). | present two key calls for TESOL
researchers: 1) to collaborate with teachers and ensure research questions are driven by practice-
based problems; and 2) to report classroom research by being honest about the messinesss of their
real-world data. The desired outcome of these calls is more transparency in research, resulting
ideally in a better balance of teaching-informed research and research-informed teaching, and
potentially the development of what some refer to as the ‘holistic academic’ (e.g. Macfarlane, 2011),
referring to researchers who can shift easily within a range of relevant identities: including a
researcher, teacher, and manager.

Bifurcation of teaching and research

With the increase of narrowly-focused specialisation in modern higher education, and in the wake of
the growing pressure for universities to climb the world rankings, competitive research output quota
and research excellence frameworks that favour big data research have been introduced to boost
(or maintain) the positions of globally-competitive universities (see McKinley et al., 2019). This
influence is seen across the disciplines, increasing concerns about a bifurcation of teaching and
research, especially in traditionally practice-based fields such as TESOL. Researchers have been
exploring the different perspectives of TESOL researchers and practitioners on various aspects of
English language teaching for decades, maintaining a separation between two populations. For
example, Ebsworth and Schweers (1997) reported that researchers’ approaches to teaching
grammar contrasted with those of English language teachers. While the authors suggest that
teachers would benefit from reading up on the research that has been done on this topic, they
acknowledge that teachers also have insight into these issues based on their own teaching
experience, not from the research. Their study targets TESOL researchers’ need to incorporate
teachers’ perspectives in theory generation, acknowledging that these researchers were drifting
further from practical teaching concerns.

TESOL research experienced a “coming of age” in the 1970s and early 80s when a substantial
increase in quantitative studies were noted (see Henning, 1986, p. 704). Then the increase of
gualitative TESOL research in the 1990s was considered a second coming of age (see Lazaraton,
2000). The maturation of TESOL research, however, has not necessarily been coupled with an equal
‘coming of age’ regarding university teaching—university teaching plays a very small part in ranking
algorithms, and it is understandably not as easily measured. Having spent at one time more than a
decade as a researcher-practitioner of TESOL in a university in Japan where the focus was on
teaching, | have since been indoctrinated into UK higher education, dramatically shifting my focus
away from teaching and toward research. | am now, it seems, part of the well-oiled machine that
regularly produces research output, making great efforts to secure research funding that ‘buys’ me



out of teaching. This is the mark of success, bringing congratulatory praises from colleagues and the
university.

The teaching and research nexus

But not all stories are like this—there is hope for the teaching-research nexus in TESOL. There is, in
fact, a considerable amount of collaborative research investigating classroom language teaching
currently conducted by university and school based researchers. For example, in Ntelioglou et al.
(2014), we see a study initiated by two primary school teachers in Toronto who invited researchers
Jim Cummins and Burcu Yaman Ntelioglou to collaborate on research designed to help the teachers
to better understand student academic engagement for improving their literacy development. In
Banegas et al. (2013), we see a group of secondary school EFL teachers in Argentina, led by
researcher Dario Banegas while working on his PhD, carry out action research into their own
teaching practices to make changes that addressed the changing student motivation and interest in
their context. These studies, among others, provide valuable illustrations of the strengths of TESOL
researcher-teacher collaboration.

Action research is certainly an important tool to bring about convergence between teaching and
research. In TESOL, seminal research in many domains of study owes much of its development to the
‘teacher as researcher’ movement in the 1980s. But it also found strength from both sides: not only
teachers publishing their own research to share their answers to their own questions, but also
researchers recognising the importance in their research of being in the classroom and, for
participant action research, participating in what goes on there (see e.g. Auerbach’s report in
Cumming, 1994). It was often described as a collaborative approach, where teachers and academics
might have been equal partners (see e.g. van Lier, 1994). Over time, action research has come to be
described as the work (and property) of teacher practitioners (see Burns, 2011), leaving assiduous
researchers interested in (or at least willing to) getting involved in real-world classroom practices out
of the discussion. While this change seems to have happened naturally and gradually, it adds to the
problem of understanding the evolving nature of the teaching-research nexus in TESOL.

Such research plays an important role in TESOL teacher training, as indeed, “there seem to be few
preparatory and in-service programs for language teachers... that do not now advocate some form
of introduction to practitioner enquiry, usually in the form of action research” (Burns, 2011, p. 238).
More than two decades ago, TESOL researchers questioned traditional training, noting the dilemma
of teacher education programs that provide novice teachers with a great deal of research-driven
theory but very little practical teacher training, creating difficulties for the novice teachers and their
schools (Johnson, 1996). They also argued for the need to reconceptualise the knowledge base of
language teacher education to shift teacher education toward more understanding of teaching
activity (Freeman & Johnson, 1996). The dilemma continues in issues such as computer-assisted
language learning (CALL) training. In their study of teacher education programs and CALL,
Hegelheimer et al. (2004) noted different post-graduation goals, including teacher, teacher-trainer,
or researcher. They produced a sample approach to supporting both CALL teaching and research
through practical skills training that relied on both theory and practice.

More recently, applied linguistics researchers have focused more on pedagogy, especially among
ISLA researchers (see e.g. Loewen & Sato, 2017), and TESOL researchers have made calls for teachers
to be more involved in TESOL research (see e.g. Burton, 1998), leading researchers to give more
consideration to how their research is reaching teachers. But this is extremely difficult where TESOL
researchers are inaccessible to teachers, as they are under pressure to produce more research
output in an environment that values research over teaching. Thus, the problem we now face is that



researchers are becoming increasingly isolated, far removed from real-world classroom practices. An
example of teachers’ lack of access to researchers is highlighted by the TESOL conference’s event
“Tea with Distinguished TESOLers”, whereby teachers need to pay for the opportunity to briefly
access researchers.

The holistic TESOL professional

Legitimizing TESOL as a field of research seems to have involved increasing individual-led clinical
linguistic studies, and moving away from collaborative practice-based studies. This only adds to the
fragmentation of the TESOL researcher-practitioner. Stewart (2006) expressed concern about
Norton’s (2004) TESOL Quarterly edited forum on teaching issues that made the distinction of the
separated collaborator roles of a teacher, the one responsible for providing the real-world data, and
a researcher, the one responsible for conducting and publishing the study. In addition to adding to
the ongoing discussion in which research is more highly valued than teaching, Stewart raised the
guestion as to why the distinction Norton made between the roles was necessary.

In such collaborative TESOL research, the one who teaches, rather than the teacher, would be a
researcher-practitioner, or perhaps for lack of a better expression: a ‘holistic TESOL professional’,
who is part of the evolution of the nexus of teaching and research in higher education. Nearly thirty
years ago, the idea of holistic approaches to TESOL was reported in TESOL Quarterly to promote the
importance of integrating the ‘whole language’ through real-world informed activities (Rigg, 1991).
Today, suggestions of the ‘holistic academic’ as one who balances their teaching and research is held
as an ideal of a personal nature, rather than an institutional one (Macfarlane, 2011). In TESOL, while
it is sufficiently common to find an academic who did at one time teach English, it is less common to
find them still teaching English unless they are in contexts where English language teaching is part of
their academic role. In these contexts, where academics are required to teach English language, for
example Japan, the weight of the teaching on their schedules usually leads to less opportunity to
devote time to research. Indeed, in these contexts, institutions likely have less expectation of
research output, recognising the obligations of teaching as substantial and in many cases the main
contribution to the institution. These academics are in better positions to identify as TESOL
researcher-practitioners (or holistic TESOL professionals), but it is not always up to them how they
choose to balance teaching and research. In contexts where academics are being evaluated
according to research output rather than teaching, their efforts to balance their identity are equally
restricted.

In theory and in practice, good TESOL research should always be done collaboratively. This is the first
solution to the problem presented in the previous section: TESOL researchers need to collaborate
with teachers. This collaborative research should be done so that the research team works together
to achieve a holistic, professional TESOL researcher-practitioner perspective. Without this, research
conducted by non-practitioners is at risk of being out of touch with the real world.

Embracing the messiness of real-world TESOL research

While the value of engaging with ‘real-world’ classrooms was part of the very foundation of TESOL
research, these days many researchers are apprehensive to conduct highly-contextualized
classroom-based research due to perceived methodological messiness. In Rigg’s (1991) TESOL
Quarterly article, she explained the importance of “a willingness to accept the messiness that comes
with opening the study to real people living real lives” (p. 536). The discussion drew on the
ethnographic nature of the ‘whole world’ approach to TESOL, understanding that learners are real
people with real lives, and their personal histories and reflections are both valuable and



unpredictable. Such messiness in TESOL research needs to be acknowledged for a number of
reasons, including:
e the need to control it in teacher-student relationships in the classroom (Li, 2012),
e to appreciate it as a reflection of real-world interactions that might otherwise be lost in the
rigorous treatment of academic work (Etherington, 2017),
e torecognise it in representations of cultural and racial stereotypes (Lee & Simon-Maeda,
2006)
e torecognise it in language and identity research (Giampapa, 2016),
e toadmitit as an inherent characteristic of narrative reporting structures in qualitative
research (Casanave, 2014)
While these are just a few examples, the next step after acknowledging the inherent messiness of
TESOL research is to decide how such messiness is positioned within the research itself.

In addition to the messiness of the subject matter in TESOL research is the messiness of conducting
it. In research with people—teachers, students, parents, school management and policy makers—it
is inevitable that things will go wrong during data collection. Participants suddenly withdraw for
various reasons, conflicts of interest arise, policies change the context for the inquiry, there are
unexpected findings that challenge fundamental conceptualisations—any of these common
problems have the potential of ruining an otherwise perfectly planned and conducted TESOL study.
These are realities that experienced researchers know all too well, and in most cases, know how to
navigate when it comes to the expectations of academic publishing. The result being research
reports that show few of the difficulties faced along the way, hiding messiness from the view of the
reader. For teachers and novice researchers, mostly what they see when accessing the scholarly
literature are sanitized, idealized versions of TESOL research, as journals tend not to publish studies
that are portrayed as methodologically problematic. There is an inherent problem where academic
rigour of published research does not allow for admissions or confessions of mistakes made or
dilemmas experienced in the research process; messiness should not be seen to detract from
methodological rigour, but to reflect the realities of the contexts under investigation.

In some of the work identified earlier in this paper (see Burns, 2011; Etherington, 2017; Giampapa,
2016; Lee & Simon-Maeda, 2006), a connection is made between the messiness of TESOL research
and the need to be reflexive (i.e. sustained, ongoing thinking about research, as opposed to
reflective, or retrospective thinking about research). Attia and Edge (2017) explain that through
reflexivity, the messiness and discomfort that can occur in TESOL research can present important
opportunities and challenges for researcher development. This presents a valuable potential second
solution to the problem of inaccessible TESOL research: TESOL researchers need to be reflexive
about their research, and be transparent in their reporting of the research processes involved. This
way, not only do readers get a chance to learn from the real experiences of the researchers, they
can also see that TESOL research is inherently messy, leading to gains in confidence to conduct their
own research without the pressure of producing something methodologically ‘perfect’.

Closing remarks

In TESOL, the idea of a teaching-research nexus has always been complicated by the very nature of
field, as the T in TESOL is for teaching, not research. Calling for TESOL researchers to collaborate
more with teachers and to embrace the messiness of classroom-based research seems
straightforward enough, and we know that there is a substantial body of research that embraces
such collaboration, yet the bifurcation of teaching and research continues to grow. The changing
higher education sector is one substantial catalyst. Recent years have seen further movement
toward placing pressure on academics to produce research only for the highest-impact academic
journals. These journals are often more concerned with controlled studies underpinned by



methodological rigour than in real-world educational practices, leading TESOL researchers to not
only abandon contextualized holistic research in favour of controlled abstract research, but also to
undervalue teaching itself. The highly-biased valuing of research over teaching is extremely
damaging to academia that continues to fortify its ‘ivory tower’ (see Rose, 2019, this issue).

So, this familiar call goes out not only to TESOL researchers, but also journal editors and higher
education policy makers. We need to be working together to integrate ourselves more as
researcher-practitioners (or holistic TESOL professionals), and we are in an ideal position to pave the
way for other disciplines in the pursuit of the holistic academic. Let TESOL inquiry show that the
teaching-research nexus is evolving, and serve as an example of how all those involved serve to gain
from this understanding. While the call may seem to be setting a lofty goal at this stage, the more
we promote TESOL research in collaboration with teachers, and the more we embrace transparency
and real-world value in our research, the closer we will be to achieving that goal.
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