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The Ministry of Education considers teachers as the cornerstone of the
educational process. It strongly believes that high quality teachers will create a high
quality education system. For this reason, the Ministry has initiated various
programmes to upgrade teachers and equip them with the necessary skills to enable
them to execute their roles effectively, one of them being the BA (TESOL) Project.

The BA Project has contributed greatly to the ongoing development of the
research culture within the education system in the Sultanate of Oman. One
significant outcome of this emergent interest in research has been the publication in
three volumes of the best BA (TESOL) research reports from graduates of Cohorts 1
to 6 of the University of Leeds BA (TESOL) Programme. 

The current volume summarises research reports by 19 teachers and supervisors
who completed a two year advanced research skills course during the BA (TESOL)
Project. It represents an important and constructive achievement that supports the
noble cause we all share, our aspiration towards quality education and research in
the Sultanate. I hope that the teachers and supervisors whose research is
summarised here will continue to make use of the skills they have acquired from
their studies.

As with earlier volumes in this series, the present volume documents
contributions of Omani researchers and educators to international educational
research. It will also help disseminate valuable research findings to TESOL
professionals throughout the Sultanate. 

Her Excellency Dr Muna Al-Jardania, Under-secretary for Education and
Curriculum, Ministry of Education, Sultanate of Oman 
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1 RESEARCH ENGAGEMENT IN ELT
Research is a contemporary form of professional development that teachers are

increasingly encouraged to engage in. It is also an area of professional practice,
however, where there is often a gap between what teachers are advised to do and
what in practice they can realistically achieve. Teachers will rarely make the
spontaneous decision to conduct research – systematic enquiry into some aspect of
professional practice and which is made public – without a stimulus; and even with
an initial stimulus, teachers’ efforts to do research are unlikely to be sustained
without appropriate support structures. In particular, teachers need the support of
their employer and of a mentor with experience of research who can provide
guidance and share expertise. The mentor can also support teachers in learning
about educational research and developing the skills to conduct it. And of course,
the teachers themselves require the motivation and persistence to see a study
through from inception to publication, with all the challenges that this process
entails. This volume is an example of what can be achieved when the above
conditions for research exist. It presents the original research of nineteen ELT
professionals working in various teaching and supervision roles for the Ministry of
Education in Oman. This body of work emerged from a research methods training
programme which all the authors here took part in and which I now describe.

2 RESEARCH METHODS TRAINING
From 1999, the University of Leeds and the Ministry of Education in Oman

collaborated for a decade on the BA TESOL project, a large-scale teacher education
initiative which enhanced the professional knowledge and skills of large numbers
of Omani teachers of English. One spin-off from the larger project was a research
methods training programme for Ministry of Education staff, and it is this
programme that led to the work in this volume. Although in the educational
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literature generally there has been periodic debate about different forms of research
methods training (e.g. Saville, 2008; Tashakkori & Teddle, 2003) it is not an issue that
has received much attention in ELT (but see Diab, 2006; Kiely, Clibbon, Rea-Dickins,
Walter, & Woodfield, 2004; Lorch, 2005). There are of course many texts which
provide advice on how to do research in our field (e.g. Brown & Rodgers, 2002;
Burns, 1999; Freeman, 1998) but a discussion of how to support the development as
researchers of language teaching professionals is not an issue that has attracted
much attention.

The programme which led to the work in this volume took place over two years,
from January 2007 until December 2008. It consisted of four intensive one-week
teaching blocks in Oman, in January and June each year; in between these meetings
the course participants worked on various aspects of their research projects and
received support by e-mail. Although there are many ways of evaluating the success
of any programme of this type, two key measurements I believe are concrete
outcomes and participant evaluations. This volume is evidence of the first of these;
of the 25 participants who started the course in January 2007, 19 submitted their
final research reports some two years later. Given the demands of the course, which
I discuss below, this must be considered an excellent completion rate. Quantitative
measures of outcome apart, though, the quality of the research must also be
considered and in this respect I feel (as I hope readers will) that this work is
admirable. In terms of participant evaluations, these too were very positive. A
lengthy discussion is beyond my scope here, but overall, participants felt that the
course was very beneficial to their own professional development. There were a
number of features of the programme which I think contributed to its success and
which may be relevant to the design of research training courses for language
teachers more generally: 

• It had the backing of the Ministry of Education; for example, participants
were given one day a week off normal duties to work on their projects;

• It was extensive; although some participants noted that they would have
preferred a shorter more intensive course, the fact that it was spread over
two years meant that the studies could unfold systematically rather than
being rushed; thus, for example, all participants did a pilot study and
submitted a report on this in the first six months of the course. These pilot
studies made a significant contribution to eventual quality of the projects;

• It was structured; in between the intensive face-to-face meetings
participants had a schedule of tasks to complete and were required to
submit periodic progress reports. This gave them clear targets to aim for
and enabled them to develop their projects systematically;

• Participants were motivated; the participants on this course were
volunteers; they were genuinely interested in learning to do research and
persevered despite significant challenges; perhaps the most serious of these
was time; for although they received some relief from their normal duties
during the project, work, family and social demands nonetheless meant that
time for completing the research was often hard to find;
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• Participants received regular feedback on their work; although this did
place considerable demands on me as the sole tutor, every piece of work
that participants submitted received written feedback. This was important
in enabling participants to identify and address significant potential
problems with their research. Feedback also kept participants motivated; 

• The tutor was familiar with the professional context in which the
participants were planning and doing research; I had almost 10 years’
experience of working with teachers of English in Oman and this
background was invaluable; it allowed me to better understand the kinds of
issues that were being researched and also enabled me to support
participants more effectively;

• Local support in Oman was extremely efficient; a programme of this type
needs local support and this was provided by the Ministry of Education
through the Project Manager for the BA TESOL project. He provided a point
of reference for the course participants throughout the programme as well
as providing invaluable logistical support during my visits to Oman;

• The course had a strong practical orientation; theoretical issues were
discussed, but throughout the focus was on how to plan, do and report
research; participants appreciated the many concrete examples of research
instruments and strategies that were discussed throughout the course;

• Opportunities for dissemination were provided; I consider this to be crucial
in that inquiry which remains private, while valuable for the individual,
cannot be called research. Participants were motivated by the prospect of
their work being published in this volume; the backing of the Ministry in
publishing this book and the availability of an editor were vital here –
dissemination would have been very difficult without either of these;

Overall, then, the work presented here is a concrete product of the commitment
to learning to do research demonstrated by the course participants over a two year
period. It demonstrates what can be achieved when the right conditions for teacher
research engagement exist. It is also further evidence of the willingness of the
Ministry of Education in Oman to support the development of a research culture
amongst its staff.

3 CONTENTS & ORGANIZATION
The nineteen chapters presented here cover a range of topics in English language

teaching and teacher development. The focus is almost exclusively on what teachers
do and think, with limited attention to learners. The attention awarded here to
teacher development is noteworthy and reflects the fact that a number of the
authors work in roles where they are responsible for supporting and advising
English language teachers. Methodologically, the studies are diverse, covering a
range of quantitative and qualitative strategies. Collectively, this work draws on the
responses of over 1200 participants (almost all teachers) from all over Oman.

The first two chapters focus on teachers’ perspectives and practices in relation to
reflection. English language teachers in Oman are encouraged by the Ministry of
Education to reflect on their work and a number of mechanisms for supporting such
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reflection exist. One of these is space in teachers’ planning records for them to write
reflective comments on their lessons. It is this kind of reflective writing that Siham
A’Dhahab’s study in Chapter 1 focuses on. Using a combination of survey data,
interviews, and the analysis of teachers’ actual written reflections, she highlights a
range of attitudes teachers have towards reflection and also provides evidence that
in its current form the use of written reflections may not be contributing as intended
to teachers’ professional growth.

In Chapter 2, Nasser Al-Jabri examines teachers’ attitudes to reflection more
generally; using a survey, he found that teachers had very positive attitudes to
reflection and reported engaging in a wide range of reflective activities (peer
observation was very highly rated though diary writing was one reflective activity
that few teachers said they did). The study also sheds light on what teachers see as
obstacles to reflection; heavy workloads, teachers’ concerns about being observed,
and the perceived lack of incentives for professional development were among the
obstacles most commonly mentioned.

Peer observation is a key professional development activity teachers are
encouraged to engage in by the Ministry of Education, and Chapters 3 to 7 all
examine aspects of this process. In Chapter 3, Badria Al-Suleimi examines the
characteristics of post-lesson discussions between senior teachers and teachers; she
focuses on the contributions both parties make to these discussions and identifies
the ways they are organized. This study indicates that teachers contributions to
post-lesson discussions may not be as significant as one would expect;
responsibility for the discussion generally seemed to lie with the senior teacher and
this raises questions about the extent to which professional discussions of this kind
are supporting the development of teachers as reflective practitioners. Still on the
theme of peer observation, in Chapter 4 Nasra Al-Abrawi examines senior English
teachers’ views about the benefits of post-lesson discussions (PLDs); in particular
she investigated how senior teachers structure PLDs, how soon after lessons these
are scheduled, and the challenges senior teachers feel they face in doing PLDs.
Through qualitative interviews and analyses of recorded discussions she found that
senior teachers believed that PLDs should be immediate rather than delayed to
ensure that teachers were able to remember more of their lessons. She also found
that not all senior teachers conducted pre-observation meetings as part of the peer
observation process. A number of challenges experienced by senior teachers in
doing PLDs were also identified, such as reticent teachers or those who rejected any
advice.

Chapters 5-7 all examine teachers’ views about peer observation. Shamsa Al-
Rasbiah used interviews with teachers in Sharqiya South together with analyses of
their post-lesson discussions. Zayana Al-Sidari used a questionnaire to study the
views about peer observation of teachers in Dhahira. In Sharqiya North, Salim Bani
Orabah used a questionnaire and interviews to examine the same issue.
Considering this studies collectively allows a picture to emerge of teachers’ views of
peer observation across Oman. Overall, perspectives on the potential of peer
observation to benefit teacher development seem positive, though in practice
teachers may vary in the extent to which they do actually experience such benefits;
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Al-Sidairi’s study, for example, concludes that teachers did enjoy a wide range of
benefits of peer observation; Bani Orabah’s findings, though, offer a less positive
picture, and teachers reported that they did not benefit much from peer observation.
Al-Rasbiah’s study also raises important questions for the current system of peer
observation in Oman; echoing Al-Suleimi in Chapter 3, she found that observers
controlled post-lesson discussions and talked most of the time; she also concludes
that in some cases the beneficiary of peer observation was considered to be the
observer rather than the observee.

Chapters 8 and 9 conclude the focus here on professional development. Omar
Al-Abri examines the views that English supervisors have of the supervisory
process. Through interviews with supervisors he demonstrates that they value the
three stages in the supervisory process (pre-observation, observation, and post-
observation) but that heavy workloads mean that very often the first stage is
omitted. This has implications for the extent to which supervisors’ observations of
teachers can be maximally beneficial for the latter. In Chapter 9, Hani Al-Belushi
examines the extent to which teachers say they engage in professional development
activities and asks them which activities they find useful.  His questionnaire results
suggest that teachers do engage in a range of professional development activities
and that they particularly valued discussing their lessons with supervisors and
senior teachers. Two-thirds of the teachers in this study said they were satisfied with
the professional development activities they do in their school.

Compared to the common concern with professional development reflected in
Chapters 1-8, the remaining chapters in this volume cover a diverse range of issues
in English language teaching. In Chapter 10, Abdullah Al-Belushi presents a study
of teachers’ perceptions of their workload. Workload emerges in a number of other
studies here as a factor which may constrain teachers’ professional development;
here, however, we have a detailed analysis of how senior teachers and teachers of
English feel about their workload. The conclusion that respondents feel their
workload is heavy is not surprising, but the detailed analysis of aspects of workload
and factors that add to it provided here can contribute to discussions of how
workload issues might be addressed. 

In Chapter 11, Shifa’a Al-Yafei explores the use of quality circles as a strategy for
dealing with work-related problems. She describes how she experimented with
quality circles with a group of colleagues she was responsible for and documents
her analysis of the process using data from observations, interviews and evaluations
from participants. The conclusions of this study suggest that quality circles have the
potential to facilitate the identification, analysis and resolution of work-related
problems.

The next four chapters share a concern with more immediate classroom issues.
In Chapter 12, Khadija Al-Zedjali, in the only study here where learners are the key
participants, examines learners’ beliefs about learning to speak English. The study
shows that learners had positive views about learning to speak English. The
learners, though, had recurrent concerns about making errors and said this deterred
them from contributing orally in class. At the same time, though, they said they
valued teacher correction of their spoken errors. Ibrahim Al-Ja’afari examined the
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use of pictures in teaching vocabulary in elementary classrooms. Using observations
and interviews, with both teachers and learners, he describes the different ways that
teachers use pictures in teaching vocabulary and highlights the positive views
towards pictures held by both teachers and learners. In Chapter 14, Maryam Al-
Sheedi used a survey to examine teachers’ beliefs about group work. She found that
most teachers said they used group work at least sometimes and overwhelmingly
believed that group work enhanced the learning of English. Moosa Al-Siyabi’s
study also examined a practical classroom matter – the strategies teachers use in
teaching grammar explicitly. Through observations and interviews with Grade 8
teachers, Al-Siyabi found the deductive instructional strategies were generally used
in explicit grammar work but notes that in the lessons observed there were limited
opportunities for learners to use grammar in meaningful contexts. 

Chapters 16 and 17 focus on teachers’ views about learner autonomy and slow
learners respectively. First Thuraiya Al-Shaqsi reports on a survey of how
autonomous teachers of English feel their learners are. The results show that
teachers rate their learners highly (surprisingly highly perhaps) and believe that
these learners do demonstrate a range of autonomous behaviours. The teachers in
this study also suggested a number of instructional strategies which they feel
promote the development of learner autonomy. Younis Al-Hashmi analyzes the
notion of the slow learner in the context of ELT. After distinguishing between slow
learners and learners with a disability, he reports the results of a survey with
teachers which identifies a range of strategies that they say they use in supporting
slow learners. This study also indicates that teachers use less formal strategies such
as observation to identify slow learners and that 10% of the teachers did not
systematically identify slow learners in their classes.

The final two chapters here examine aspects of classroom discourse. In Chapter
18, Sitilbudur Al-Ismaily examines English teachers’ use of questions. This study
confirms previous work in Oman which shows that closed display questions are
much more widely used in English lessons than open referential questions. This
study, though, goes beyond observational data and also interviews teachers to
provide deeper insights into their use of questions. One issue to emerge from this
analysis is that there may be a tension between teachers’ beliefs about effective
questioning strategies and what they actually do in the classroom. Low levels of
proficiency among learners seemed to be a factor which teachers felt limited their
use of open referential questions.

In concluding this volume, Ahmed Al-Shidhani examines the use of Arabic in
English classes. Through a survey he found that teachers had very positive views
about maximizing the use of English in their teaching and limiting the use of Arabic.
A common view here was that a communicative approach to language teaching was
not compatible with L1 use in the classroom. At the same time, though, the teachers
acknowledged that Arabic can play a role in teaching English and the majority of the
teachers said they did use it sometimes, especially to clarify grammar, vocabulary
and ideas generally. The study concludes by suggesting that teachers’ positive
beliefs about maximizing English may not always be reflected in what they do,
particular because of learners’ proficiency and expectations.
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Overall, the research evidence presented here has the potential to inform the on-
going review and improvement of English language teaching and teacher
development in Oman; it also addresses a number of issues which are of interest to
a wider audience of language teaching professionals, regionally and internationally.
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