
Chapter 2  
Teacher education for autonomy 
In this chapter, we argue that if teacher education is to have a truly transformative 
effect upon modern language pedagogy in schools, it needs to take into account 
that equipping (prospective) teachers with specialist and pedagogical knowledge 
and a number of techniques is not enough. Teacher education further needs to 
find powerful strategies to encourage the development of critical competences 
and help teachers develop the dispositions and abilities necessary for the imple-
mentation of pedagogy for autonomy, often in adverse settings. We contend that 
the use of cases can promote reflective teacher development and foster pedagogy 
for autonomy, which will become more evident in the following chapters.

1  The role of teachers at school 

One of the most crucial issues affecting (language) education at school is the con-
ception of teaching adhered to and the view of the teacher that necessarily derives 
from this conception. Teaching may be regarded as a craft, as technology, or as 
an art. In turn, each of these conceptions implies different assumptions about 
the role of the teacher, and the education of teachers. These differences in philo-
sophical conceptions are reflected in terminological differences (Richards and 
Crookes 1988). Richards (1998) adopts the taxonomy proposed by Zahorik (1986) 
that classifies conceptions of teaching into three categories: science-research 
conceptions, theory-philosophy conceptions, and art-craft conceptions. Science-
research conceptions regard teaching as a type of scientific activity that develops 
teaching principles from research on the psychology of learning, logical reason-
ing and previous research, and from practices of effective teaching. In modern 
language teaching, audiolingualism, task-based teaching, and learner training 
are applications of research developments. Theory-philosophy conceptions draw 
on principles of a philosophical, political, or moral nature. The communica-
tive approach to language teaching is one clear example. Art-craft conceptions 
emphasise invention and personalisation as the key factors in this view of good 
teaching. Post-modern approaches to language teaching (Kumaravadivelu 1994, 
1999, 2001, 2003) would belong here. We would argue that all these conceptions 
have influenced teacher education pedagogies, although the science-research 
conception is perhaps the prevailing one, especially in university settings, where 
teacher training programmes often assume that professional competence con-
sists in the application of research-based knowledge to practice.
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Throughout history, different paradigms and theories of instruction have 
identified different roles for the teacher: from depositor of knowledge and defi-
ciency expert, to catalyst and counsellor, to model, monitor and mediator of 
learning experiences. Yet, one of the most incomplete notions of the role of the 
teacher is also one of the prevailing ones: the teacher as presenter /evaluator of 
learning. Likewise, one of the most incomplete notions of teaching is the one 
heard most frequently: ‘covering’ material. Langer and Applebee (1982) note that 
we speak of cheating and grading rather than of helping and finding ways to 
solve a problem. All these notions are reflected in the common language-teaching 
practice that follows the sequence ‘present, drill, test, move on’. Somehow these 
notions assume teaching expertise in the materials themselves, an assumption 
that is rarely justified (Kramsch 1987).

None of the above definitions of the role of the teacher seems to include the 
purposeful sense of ‘teaching’ conveyed by Ausubel, Novak and Hanesian (1968) 
and others concerned with cognitive processing, that is, the deliberate guidance 
of learning processes along lines suggested by relevant classroom modern lan-
guage learning theory. Parallel concepts emerging from recent learning theory 
(self-regulated learning) and cognitive psychology have provided a foundation 
for what is called ‘cognitive instruction’. Cognitive instruction refers to efforts to 
help students process information in meaningful ways and to become indepen-
dent learners, to help students construct meaning, solve problems, develop and 
select effective strategies, transfer skills and concepts to new situations, and take 
responsibility for their own learning. Jones (1986) claims that social constructiv-
ist instruction has the potential to substantially alter the capability of the learner, 
especially the low-achieving learner. This type of instruction assumes two crucial 
roles for the teacher: 

 – that of the architect, who, based on the needs of the student and a rich reper-
toire of professional skills and knowledge, carefully plans the construction, 
connection, consolidation, and comfort of classroom experiences; and 

 – that of the mediator (Duffy and Roehler 1986; Williams and Burden 1997), 
who guides students to observe, activate prior knowledge, represent infor-
mation, select strategies, construct meaning, monitor understanding, assess 
strategy use, organise and relate ideas, and extend learning.⁴ 

4 A concept central to mediation is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), a concept put forth 
by Vygotsky (1978), who suggested that learning activities should provide adequate challenges to 
the learner. Learning and development, in addition to individual cognitive development, come 
about as a result of teaching and learning in the ZPD.
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Central to this notion of teaching, as distinct from the well-worn traditional 
‘present – practice – test’ model, are the notions of scaffolding and fading 
(Vygotsky 1978; Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976), which can be connected with 
the notion of ‘autonomy support’ presented earlier. In education, scaffolding 
and fading is a metaphor referring to a ‘structure’ that is used to help learners 
reach their goals and is removed gradually when it is no longer necessary, as 
when an actual scaffold is placed around a building that is under construction 
and is removed as the building nears completion. Lenski and Nierstheimer (2002) 
describe scaffolding as either directive or supportive⁵, depending on where the 
drive for the support originates. This expert guidance is more than simply pro-
viding practice opportunities, clear instructions, task guidance, and learner 
feedback; it is, rather, guiding learners in how to solve the task strategically and 
in how to define the situation or task for themselves. Expert guidance is also 
knowing when to remove the scaffolding, when to transfer control to the learner. 
Fading of scaffolding takes place as the learner acquires independence and no 
longer needs the teacher’s support to complete the task. To help the learner move 
toward self-direction there must initially be an external regulation of the learning 
activity, followed by the learner’s redefinition of the activity, in turn, followed 
by a shifting of responsibility from external to internal regulation (Diaz, Neal, 
and Amaya-Williams 1990). When this shift happens – in the transition from one 
stage to the next (Tharp and Gallimore 1988) – the lessening of assistance is when 
fading takes place. Fading is not a sudden process; it is evidenced by hints and 
feedback that gradually become less frequent and less detailed (Collins, Brown, 
and Newman 1989).

For effective teaching to come about, we must understand what makes teach-
ing distinctive when compared to other professions. In this regard, the notion of 
pedagogical content knowledge is particularly useful. L. Shulman defines this 
kind of knowledge as follows (1993: 56–57):

 – a form of understanding that teachers possess (or should possess) that distin-
guishes their thinking and reasoning from that characteristic of mere subject-
matter experts. This is an example of the ‘wisdom of practitioners’;

 – part of the knowledge base of teaching, a body of understanding, skill and – 
to some extent – disposition, that distinguishes teaching as a profession and 
which includes aspects of both technical rationality and those capacities of 
judgement, improvisation and intuition Schön has dubbed ‘reflection-in-
action’. This is a component of the ‘wisdom of practice’; and

5 Directive scaffolding is part of a more teacher-centred approach, in which the instructor devis-
es skills and strategies to teach specified content. Supportive scaffolding, in contrast, is learner-
centred and occurs as the learner co-constructs knowledge with others.
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 – a process of pedagogical reasoning and action through which teachers bring 
their understandings to bear on the problem of teaching something in a par-
ticular context, thoughtfully enact their plans and spontaneously amend and 
improvise around them as the inevitably unpredictable moments of teaching 
arise, and by means of which these teachers develop new understandings, 
intuitions and dispositions.

Ultimately, teacher effectiveness is a question of definition, and most definitions 
include success in the socialisation of students and in the promotion of their 
affective and personal development as well as their success in fostering learn-
ing. One of the problems with the literature on effective teaching is related to the 
fact that it has too frequently concentrated on presenting lists of personal traits 
that teachers are expected to exhibit, like enthusiasm, flexibility, self-confidence, 
and interest in people (see Brophy and Good 1986; Bennet 1987; Bloom 1984; L. 
Shulman 1987; Reynolds 1992; Gow and Kember 1993). Even though one of the 
most consistent findings from research states that there is a high correlation 
between learner achievement and effective classroom management, we would 
like to highlight that a teacher cannot simply put a list of behaviours together and 
assume that “these will aggregate to good practice” (Nunan and Lamb 1996: 117). 
The teacher’s task is to produce behavioural and intellectual changes in learners 
who bring their whole selves to the classroom and are constantly changing those 
selves in interaction with one another (Clark and Lampert 1986). 

Teaching is a highly complex activity that involves knowledge, skills, atti-
tudes, and dispositions. These are all necessary to effectively enact teaching 
that has an impact on students. In fact, views of teaching over the past several 
decades have evolved from an emphasis on teacher characteristics to a focus on 
teachers’ behaviour to more recent cognitive views of teachers as decision-mak-
ers and reflective practitioners. For Williams and Burden (1997), teaching is the:

intricate interplay between the learning process itself, the teacher’s intentions and actions, 
the individual personalities of the learners, their culture and background, the learning envi-
ronment and a host of other variables. The successful educator must be one who under-
stands the complexities of the teaching learning process and can draw upon this knowledge 
to act in ways which empower learners both within and beyond the classroom situation. 
(p. 5)

Cosh (1999: 24) maintains that good teachers “need not only knowledge but 
enthusiasm, confidence, self-value, and a desire to question, experiment, and 
grow professionally.” Successful teaching includes content and pedagogical 
content knowledge (L. Shulman 1986b), as well as the disposition “to understand 
the person, the spirit, of every child and find a way to nurture that spirit” (Dar-



 The complexity of teaching and teacher education        43

ling-Hammond 2006a: 300). Teaching demands the ability to invent one’s actions 
on the spot, and the knowledge used to generate such inventions must be drawn 
from an awareness of the immediate social environment and a deep knowledge 
of teaching methodologies. Teachers need to reflect on their practice in order to 
learn from and improve it continually. 

From our perspective, teaching is somehow a social art that demands careful 
planning and preparation, “deep engagement with the material, awareness of 
oneself as a learner, realization of muddy spots and less intuitive constructs, 
thinking ‘on your feet’” (Savion 2009: 91), as well as ample knowledge of how 
learners learn. Teaching is a highly complex activity that demands both “the 
appliance of science’ and the exercise of humanistic imagination; it demands 
scholarship, rigorous critical inquiry, the collective creation of secure educa-
tional knowledge, on the one hand, and it requires insight, inspiration, improvi-
sation, moral sensibility and a feel for beauty” (Saunders 2004: 163). Finally, we 
would like to highlight that a teacher’s job has also a fundamental component of 
intuitive knowledge and creativity. Teachers should be constantly exploring new 
pedagogical avenues, rather than simply acting as pedagogical robots applying 
the programmes they have been equipped with: whether simply adapting teach-
ing to the real audience, as in providing the new learning materials required by 
the aims and interests of their learners, or exploring new paths/ways of dealing 
with the learning problems that learners experience, such as devising authentic 
tasks/projects that will help learners to understand the ins and outs of what is 
being learnt, and supporting learner development and autonomy. 

2   The complexity of teaching and teacher 
education 

There is a widespread idea that teaching is easy and that “anyone can teach”. 
Even if one observes good teaching, it is almost impossible to glean a deep under-
standing of its complexity. Actually, “Good teaching tends to reinforce the view 
that teaching is effortless because the knowledge and experience supporting it 
are invisible to those taught” (Munby, Russell, and Martin 2001: 887). However, 
teaching and learning to teach are complex enterprises. There are several inher-
ent challenges to the task. 

The basic characteristic of the profession is “its inherent variability: over 
time and space, teaching situations are constantly affected by changes that have 
direct repercussions on teaching” (Holec 2011: 111). This will require of teachers 
that they constantly renew their teaching practice. According to Dzubay (2001), 
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changing how one teaches is similar to asking her/him to change who they are, 
what they value, and how they think. This is, then, no simple request. It is often 
argued that change brings about vulnerability, doubt, anxiety, and fear. At points 
of change, the teacher is likely to experience internal conflict as old and new 
meanings or values clash and to feel disoriented as new teaching strategies 
require new behaviours. These are points at which stress can increase and the 
teacher might perceive the process as too risky and abandon it altogether. There-
fore, one of the challenges of teacher education is to prepare teachers for ongoing 
pedagogical inquiry.

Second, learning to teach entails understanding teaching in different ways 
from those observed during our experience as students. Lortie (1975: 61) referred 
to this phenomenon as ‘the apprenticeship of observation’. There are important 
constraints derived from this apprenticeship: “Students do not receive invitations 
to watch the teacher’s performance through the wings; they are not privy to the 
teacher’s private intentions and personal reflections on classroom events. Students 
rarely participate in selecting goals, making preparations or post-mortem analysis. 
Thus they are not pressed to place teacher’s actions in a pedagogically oriented 
framework” (Lortie 1975: 62). In addition, the apprenticeship of observation is 
associated with the idea that “teachers teach the way they were taught” (Heaton 
and Mickelson 2002: 51) and may explain the seeming lack of influence of teacher 
education programmes on teachers’ practices and beliefs. Research suggests that 
the apprenticeship of observation may have a pervasive effect: “Because teach-
ers have logged over 3000 days as classroom participant observers, they have 
not only developed strongly entrenched beliefs about teaching and learning but 
have also developed a strongly entrenched belief that they already know what 
teaching is all about and that they have little to learn.” (Kennedy 1991: 9). Conse-
quently, teacher education faces the daunting task of countering preconceptions 
and unexamined assumptions such as the belief that teaching depends mainly on 
personality factors, on concern for individual learners, and on teaching styles, with 
little appreciation of the role of subject matter, of social context, or of pedagogi-
cal knowledge (Paine 1990). If these preconceptions are not addressed, (prospec-
tive) teachers may retain these beliefs and will tend to imitate superficial aspects of 
teaching (Richardson and Placier 2001).

A third challenge teacher education in general faces is the problem of enact-
ment. This problem often results in complaints that teacher education programmes 
are too theoretical because they do not provide (prospective) teachers with the 
tools and practices that would allow them to put into action the ideas studied. 
According to Kennedy (1999), learning to teach requires learning to think and to 
act like a teacher. Teaching does not only demand teachers that are competent 
in keeping order and delivering information but teachers that have developed 



 The complexity of teaching and teacher education        45

the competence to help diverse groups of learners to learn increasingly more and 
more complex material and to help them become lifelong learners. In addition, 
as Darling-Hammond (2006a: 300) indicates currently teachers are expected to 
prepare almost all students “for higher order thinking and performance skills.” 
These goals are in sharp contrast to the goal of more traditional approaches to 
education, namely, the transmission of knowledge and values from one genera-
tion to the next. Teachers need to understand the multidimensional nature of the 
classroom, so they must learn to cope with the problem of complexity arising from 
the ever-changing nature of teaching and learning in classrooms. Teaching is an 
extremely complex task (Lampert 2001). “Real teaching happens within a wild tri-
angle of relations – among teacher, students, subject – and the points of this trian-
gle shift continuously” (McDonald 1992: 1). Teachers have to draw on several types 
of knowledge, social contexts, school culture, curriculum and teaching, and inte-
grate what they know to create engaging foreign language learning tasks. Accord-
ingly, separating theory from practice creates a false dichotomy. 

It goes without saying that knowing the story of teaching involves more 
than meets the eye. Knowing how to teach does not simply entail behavioural 
knowledge of how to do particular things in the classroom; it involves a cogni-
tive dimension that links thought to activity, centring on the context-embedded, 
interpretative process of knowing what to do (Freeman 1996). Teaching is about 
knowing what to do under particular and unique circumstances (Jiménez Raya 
2009), and as Paley (1986) says, it is a constant search for the learners’ point of 
view. Furthermore, teaching for a more democratic school entails the ability to 
disclose constraints and find spaces for manoeuvre by developing re(ide)alistic 
practices, that is, practices that stand between reality and ideals and explore 
significant possibilities for democratic change (Jiménez Raya, Lamb, and Vieira 
2007; Vieira 2006, 2010a, 2010b).

Nowadays, traditional approaches to teacher education and development are 
under increasingly critical scrutiny because of their perceived inability to meet the 
professional needs of teachers. For the most part, these approaches have empha-
sised academic knowledge, in the hope that teachers would apply it once they 
started teaching. However, (prospective) teachers cannot come to understand 
teaching and develop teaching expertise only through lectures or through a focus 
on technique. Educational experience needs to take a more central role in profes-
sional development programmes, as proposed long ago by Dewey (1938), Knowles 
(1975, 1978) and Schön (1987). This does not mean that teacher education should 
be exclusively focussed on how things are to be done in classrooms to the exclu-
sion of why. Ethical and political dimensions of teaching and learning to teach 
must be given attention so as to encourage reflection on the justifications and 
implications of practice. This would allow us to envisage pedagogy as a space for 
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critical reasoning on the purposes of education for teacher and learner empower-
ment, and for social transformation (Smyth 1987; Zeichner and Tabachnick 1991; 
Freire 1996; Zeichner 2010a). 

The advance of constructivist and inquiry-oriented approaches has paved the 
way for new considerations in the professional development of teachers (Kinche-
loe 2003; Jiménez Raya 2011b). New paradigms of teacher educational develop-
ment have placed as much emphasis on how teachers learn as on what and why 
they learn. One such approach that holds promise for significant professional 
development is the case method, which will be discussed and illustrated in chap-
ters 3, 4, and 5 within the context of modern language teacher education. In a dis-
cussion of liberal education, L. Shulman (2004a) argues that it entails a combina-
tion of passionately embracing the understanding of facts and ideas along with 
the nurturing of critical, sceptical attitudes. He further contends that the kind of 
teacher education pedagogy needed in order to achieve that sort of combination 
and to facilitate understanding is a pedagogy of cases, that is, “accounts of the 
development of human understanding that are rooted in stories of human accom-
plishment within a historical and cultural context” (p. 401). For him, the contex-
tualisation of understanding supplies the necessary depth, the context and the 
humanity. Cases may provide the basis for experiential learning and prevent the 
risks of technical rationality in professional education. As Schön (1987) argues, 
professionals’ expertise rests not so much on external knowledge or an objectivist 
relation to reality, but rather on a constructionist view of reality with which they 
establish a reflective conversation so as to respond to the complex, unique and 
conflicted zones of practice (p. 36). As he points out, “the problems of real-world 
practice do not present themselves to practitioners as well-formed structures. 
Indeed, they tend not to present themselves as problems at all but as messy, inde-
terminate situations” (p. 4). Therefore, problem setting is an ontological process 
and a form of ‘worldmaking’ that involves “an appreciation of the situation that 
gives it coherence and sets a direction for action” (Schön 1987: 4). 

Conceptual change theory (Posner et al. 1982) maintains that modifying 
strongly-held beliefs demands the introduction of discordant images and infor-
mation to provoke dissonance. However, the alternatives suggested must be 
plausible and vivid in order to make an impression and must be accompanied 
by experiences and questions that force the teachers to identify the discrepancy 
between their current beliefs or knowledge and the alternatives presented. The 
use of a vivid case by itself, as the evidence suggests, will not necessarily bring 
about the change, for teachers may tend to reduce dissonance by denying or dis-
torting the information that causes the conflict. Case analysis must then involve 
the use of multiple frames of reference that lead teachers to consider different 
points of view, and it must also be complemented with case construction, that is, 
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the opportunity to design, develop and analyse practices that respond to teach-
ers’ concerns and interests. Teacher-initiated inquiry can help teachers become 
more critically aware of the justifications and implications of their practice, envis-
age alternatives that are more consonant with their espoused theories and aspira-
tions as regards learner development, and become more empowered to develop a 
re(ide)alistic pedagogy. 

The way that teachers are educated, the way that schools are organised, the 
way that the educational hierarchy operates, and the way that education is treated 
by political decision-makers produce a system that is more likely to perpetuate 
the status quo than to change it (Fullan 1993: 3). Although there are no unique 
answers to how teacher education can enhance transformation, we believe that a 
concern with teacher and learner autonomy in teacher development programmes 
is crucial if we believe that teachers should be critical agents of change. 

3  Autonomy and reflective teacher education

A central argument of this book is that teacher and learner autonomy are valid 
educational concerns and therefore teacher education should support the devel-
opment of pedagogy for autonomy in schools. However, one of the difficulties 
that we face is that there is little research on how teacher education can best 
promote both teacher and learner autonomy in the school context (Benson 2001, 
2011; Jiménez Raya and Vieira 2008), despite the fact that autonomy has become 
a buzz-word in the field of language education. Accounts of teacher education 
programmes directed at fostering learner and teacher autonomy are scarce. In 
addition, the information available on the relatively few teacher education pro-
grammes is generally insufficient to draw definite conclusions about their effec-
tiveness. 

Indeed, as the notion of autonomy has become integrated in official dis-
courses and more and more associated with classroom teaching, the role of the 
teacher in promoting learner autonomy has increasingly become regarded as 
central. The European Commission maintains that 

teachers should be equipped to respond to the evolving challenges of the knowledge 
society, participate actively in it and prepare learners to be autonomous lifelong learners. 
They should, therefore, be able to reflect on the processes of learning and teaching through 
an ongoing engagement with subject knowledge, curriculum content, pedagogy, innova-
tion, research, and the social and cultural dimensions of education. Teacher education 
needs to be at higher education level or its equivalent and be supported by strong partner-
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ships between higher education and the schools or other institutions where teachers will 
gain employment. (European Commission 2005: 2)

What sort of teacher education programme is needed to foster teacher and learner 
autonomy? Teacher education programmes certainly need to help teachers 
expand their knowledge and skills, contribute to their professional development, 
and enhance their effectiveness with students. In addition, they should help 
them gain specific, concrete, and practical ideas that directly relate to the day-
to-day operation of classrooms (Fullan and Miles 1992). However, we are strongly 
convinced that teacher education should also concentrate on teacher empower-
ment to promote learner empowerment, thus contributing to the development of 
a scholarship of pedagogy based on humanistic and democratic values (Jiménez 
Raya 2001, 2007, 2009; Jiménez Raya, Lamb, and Vieira 2007 Vieira 2007, 2009b,c; 
Vieira et al. 2010). Reading about pedagogy for autonomy in modern language 
teaching or memorising autonomy-related principles does little to prepare the 
teacher to the complexities of teaching for autonomy. As we pointed out else-
where, 

The shift from the still prevailing image of the teacher as consumer and technician to an 
expanded conception of the teacher as knower, thinker, inquirer and agent of change, has 
implications for the duration, content and design of teacher education programmes: long-
term, autonomy-based, inquiry-oriented methodologies seem to have high potential to 
support teacher and learner growth as interdependent phenomena; collaboration among 
teachers and school-university partnerships also seem to enhance the emancipatory poten-
tial of programmes. (Jiménez Raya and Vieira 2008: 296)

The knowledge society is demanding teachers who have acquired competences, 
knowledge and skills that will translate across disciplines and careers. In this 
regard, universities and teacher education agencies need to become aware that 
employers are looking for young men and women that have the capacity to think 
critically, analyse issues, solve problems, communicate effectively, and take on 
leadership. These demands require that teacher education programmes experi-
ment with new ways of educating teachers. The Bologna Process can be regarded 
as an opportunity for universities and teacher education agencies to adopt 
research-supported models that promote more substantial and transformation-
oriented learning goals such as autonomy, motivation, initiative, self-regulation 
and creativity (Jiménez Raya 2013), rather than the commonsense approach of 
outcomes-based assessment that places the emphasis on the role of knowledge 
transmission and “measurable outcomes under the banner of accountability” 
(Salinas, Kane-Johnson, and Vasil-Miller 2008: 25). 
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Over the last decades, there has been an appeal for innovation in teacher edu-
cation through the incorporation of practices that encourage teachers to become 
more reflective in their practice (Schön 1983; Zeichner and Liston 1996; Cochran-
Smith and Lytle 1999; Korthagen and Kessels 1999; Ball 2000; Wise and Leibbrand 
2001; Farrell 2008; Vieira et al. 2010). The idea is that teacher education can best 
help teachers to improve by encouraging them to reflect on their practice and to 
work with colleagues. However, there is a high risk that the current standards 
movement may actually reduce the role of the teacher to that of implementor of a 
few narrowly focused outcomes:

…the image of teachers as professionals who learn from practice and document the effect 
of their teaching on students’ learning is a clear part of the discourse of the new teacher 
education. Experienced as well as prospective teachers are expected to function as reflec-
tive practitioners, work collaboratively in learning communities, and demonstrate that their 
teaching leads to increased student achievement. But, a narrow interpretation of higher 
standards – and one that is lurking beneath the surface of the discourse that heralds the 
paradigm shift in teacher education from “inputs to outputs” – threatens the idea of teach-
ing for change. (Cochran-Smith 2001: 180) 

Various experts in teacher education emphasise the need for teacher education 
programmes to link theory and practice and “to integrate the two in such a way 
that it leads to integration within the teacher” (Korthagen and Kessels 1999: 4). 
Likewise, Ball (2000: 244) highlights the need to understand better the work that 
teachers do and the need to analyse the role played by content knowledge in that 
work. Loughran (2002a: 33) contends that “…for reflection to genuinely be a lens 
into the world of practice” it is of prime importance that the nature of reflection 
be identified so that it can offer ways of questioning those assumptions that are 
usually taken for granted, as well as encouraging teachers to see their practice 
through others’ eyes. Reflection is regarded as the “active process of exploration 
and discovery which often leads to very unexpected outcomes” (Boud, Keogh and 
Walker 1985: 7).

Dewey (1933) distinguished between impulsive action, routine action, and 
reflective action. The first two are basically undertaken in a passive, unthinking 
manner. In contrast, the basis for reflective action is grounded on “the active, per-
sistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in 
the light of the grounds that support it” (Dewey 1933: 9). Schön (1983: 4) provides 
us with a way of fundamentally re-thinking how we view professional practice. 
His thesis rests on the claim that whereas in the past, professionals laid claim to 
“extraordinary knowledge in matters of great social importance”, there is presently 
a public loss of confidence in professionals (especially teachers) who claim to have 
extraordinary knowledge. This insight is of particular interest to student teachers, 
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who should assume it and make it their own. Reflection has become something of 
an “educational slogan…that lacks sufficient conceptual elaboration and program-
matic strength” (Liston and Zeichner 1987: 2). In particular,

…reflection can mean all things to all people…it is used as a kind of umbrella or canopy 
term to signify something that is good or desirable…everybody has his or her own (usually 
undisclosed) interpretation of what reflection means, and this interpretation is used as the 
basis for trumpeting the virtues of reflection in a way that makes it sound as virtuous as 
motherhood. (Smyth 1992: 285) 

In fact, reflective teaching has become a slogan that is embraced by teacher educa-
tion to justify whatever is being done. Reflection in teacher education has not neces-
sarily contributed to fostering genuine teacher development or to the enhancement 
of teachers’ role. In many situations, it may have contributed to the creation of “an 
illusion of teacher development” (Zeichner and Liu 2009: 70). In the way reflec-
tion has been practiced in teacher education, Zeichner and Liu (2009) identify four 
major constraints that undermine the potential for genuine teacher development 
and empowerment: 

(1) a focus on helping teachers to better replicate practices suggested by research conducted 
by others and a neglect of preparing teachers to exercise their judgment with regard to the 
use of these practices; (2) a means-end thinking which limits the substance of teachers’ 
reflections to technical questions of teaching techniques and ignores analysis of the ends 
toward which they are directed; (3) an emphasis on facilitating teachers’ reflections about 
their own teaching while ignoring the social and institutional context in which teaching 
takes place; and (4) an emphasis on helping teachers to reflect individually. 

Overcoming these constraints implies the promotion of teacher-led inquiry, criti-
cal reflection about the purposes and implications of pedagogical choices, the 
analysis of historical and structural forces that surround and influence teach-
ing, and a dialogical approach to professional reflection. This way, reflection can 
become a political practice that fosters personal and social reconstruction.

There is a general consensus regarding the idea that reflection needs to be 
accompanied by action. In this sense, reflection can be understood as a way of 
thinking about educational matters and developing reflective judgement, which 
involves the ability to make rational choices and to assume responsibility for 
those choices (Kitchener and King 1981; Ross 1990; Schön 1983, 1987, 1991). Ross 
(1990: 99) identified the following elements of the reflective process:

 – Recognising an educational dilemma.
 – Responding to a dilemma by recognising both the similarities to other situa-

tions and the unique qualities of the particular situation.
 – Framing and reframing the dilemma.
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 – Experimenting with the dilemma to discover the consequences and implica-
tions of various solutions.

 – Examining the intended and unintended consequences of an implemented 
solution and evaluating the solution by determining whether the conse-
quences are desirable or not.

Whatever definition of reflection we subscribe to, the reconstruction of the learn-
ing experience is an essential aspect in the reflective process. To achieve this aim 
it becomes necessary for teachers and student teachers to describe their learn-
ing experience and think about the attitudes and emotions that affect their com-
prehension of the phenomenon. The development of the capacity to reflect also 
requires the development of a range of different attitudes and abilities, such as 
introspection and retrospection, open-mindedness, and willingness to accept 
responsibility for learning decisions and actions (Dewey 1933). The practice of 
introspection or retrospection involves the thoughtful reconsideration of every-
thing that happens in a classroom with an eye toward improvement. The open-
minded student teacher/teacher should be willing to consider new evidence and 
admit the possibility of error. Those involved in teacher education often observe 
how reticent both student teachers and teachers are to accept new educational 
developments and insights, and how they resist modifying their implicit concep-
tions in the light of new input. 

Smyth (1984: 63) considers that reflection, critical awareness, or enlighten-
ment on their own are insufficient – they need to be accompanied by action. The 
characteristics of mature reflective judgement assume that student teachers and 
teachers must also develop the ability to view situations from multiple perspectives, 
to search for alternative explanations of classroom events, and to use evidence in 
supporting or evaluating a decision or position. Moreover, since our experiences as 
teachers have meaning for us in terms of our own “historically located conscious-
ness” (Smyth 1989: 4), one of the tasks for teacher education is to help teachers 
work at articulating that consciousness in order to interpret the meaning of experi-
ence. Regarding critical thinking, Brookfield (1991) identified key components that 
also reflect some of the indispensable conditions for reasoned decision-making and 
judgement. The model includes awareness of assumptions, contexts, alternatives, 
and being reflective and critical of each. Critical thinkers are usually aware that their 
perspectives are grounded in assumptions. In addition, they recognise that these 
assumptions mirror, to some extent, the contexts they are embedded in. They are 
also aware that different contexts generate singular assumptions, hence leading to 
other viewpoints. Furthermore, critical thinkers have the ability to envisage alterna-
tive perspectives. Brookfield’s model of critical thinking implies that although rea-
soning may help individuals choose among different alternatives, awareness of the 
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options and questioning them is prior to actually choosing among them. Basically, 
teacher critical reflection is associated with elements that are essential to mean-
ingful learning and cognitive development such as: 

 – The development of metacognition.
 – The ability to self-evaluate, that is, the capacity to judge the quality of one’s 

actions on the basis of evidence and explicit criteria for the purpose of 
improving.

 – The development of critical thinking, problem solving, and decision-making.
 – Understanding the learners.

All of these should result in better teaching. 
Each element is a dimension of the reflective process and is, by itself, a 

compelling argument for the emphasis on reflection in teacher education. The 
goal is to engage teachers actively in the process of reflection to enhance their 
capabilities and to increase teacher educators’ awareness of teachers as learn-
ers. Conscious and critical reflection is necessary because it focuses the teachers’ 
attention on the why and what of teaching practice. Such a focus enables the 
teacher to cope with the constraints and make use of the opportunities afforded 
by both external and internal factors to find spaces for manoeuvre. Furthermore, 
it is generally accepted that reflective teaching empowers teachers and rejects 
the conception that regards teachers as mere implementors of decisions taken 
by others. It rejects top-down educational reform and top-down professional 
development. Actually, research has shown that the latter has been largely inef-
fective in bringing about substantial changes in classroom practice (Fullan 1982; 
Leithwood, Begley, and Cousins 1994). Concurrently, there have been recurring 
appeals for the need to recognise the central role of the teacher in bringing about 
innovation in teaching (Fullan 1993; Hargreaves 1994). Efforts to change practice 
for the better require merging diverse self-interests in support of common educa-
tional goals and values.

There have been various attempts to characterize the reflective teacher. Zeich-
ner and Liston (1996: 6) suggest that the reflective practitioner:

 – examines, frames and attempts to solve the dilemmas of classroom practice;
 – is aware of and questions the assumptions and values he or she brings to 

teaching;
 – is attentive to the institutional and cultural contexts in which he or she 

teaches; 
 – takes part in curriculum development and is involved in school change 

efforts; and
 – takes responsibility for his or her own professional development.
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Reflective teachers can distance themselves from their practice and observe what 
they do from a critical perspective. The critically reflective teacher has a well 
grounded rationale for practice that s/he can call on to make difficult decisions 
in unpredictable situations. This rationale – a set of critically examined funda-
mental assumptions about why the teacher does what s/he does in the way that 
s/he does it – anchors teachers in a moral, intellectual and political project and 
gives them an organising vision of what they are trying to accomplish (Brookfield 
1995). 

Reflective teacher development directed at the promotion of pedagogy for 
autonomy appears to entail the enhancement of four macro-competences that 
help teachers reshape their professional identity and practices (Jiménez Raya, 
Lamb, and Vieira 2007):
a. Developing a critical view of (language) education
b. Managing local constraints so as to open up spaces for manoeuvre
c. Centring teaching on learning
d. Interacting with others in the professional community

The enabling conditions for each competence can be formulated as questions 
that may assist language teachers’ reflection on their willingness, ability and 
opportunity to develop their own and their students’ autonomy (Jiménez Raya, 
Lamb, and Vieira 2007: 53−54). In reading through these questions, particularly 
as regards ‘centring teaching on learning’, we can identify the learner compe-
tences involved, which signals the close relation between teacher and learner 
development towards autonomy. Teacher development programmes should then 
be designed so as to enhance the four macro-competences and the corresponding 
enabling conditions.

Developing a critical view of (language) education
Am I willing/ am I able/ do I have the opportunity to…

 – understand myself and my students as agents of educational and social 
change?

 – see teaching as an inquiry-oriented activity (as situations are often unique, 
uncertain and problematic)?

 – keep informed about approaches to language education and how they can 
promote learner autonomy?

 – realise the role of language education in promoting plurilingual/cultural 
competence?

 – be open and encourage learners’ openness to linguistic and cultural diver-
sity?
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 – take a critical stance towards values and ends of language education in 
school curricula?

 – take a critical stance towards the educational value of syllabi, textbooks or 
other instructional materials?

 – encourage learners to be critical towards social and educational values and 
practices?

 – . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Managing local constraints so as to open up spaces for manoeuvre
Am I willing/ am I able/ do I have the opportunity to…

 – uncover constraints to autonomy (my own and the learners’) and face dilem-
mas as integral to teaching?

 – challenge school routines and conventions (be subversive if necessary)?
 – compromise between tradition and innovation without losing my ideals?
 – shape pedagogical choices so as to open up possibilities for greater learner 

autonomy?
 – share my pedagogical beliefs and concerns with learners?
 – involve learners in finding creative solutions to problems that affect their 

learning?
 – accept disagreement and conflict as dimensions of classroom communica-

tion and decision-making?
 – articulate the personal aspects of learning (individual expectations, needs 

and interests) with the social/ interactive nature of the classroom/ school 
culture?

 – . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Centring teaching on learning
Am I willing/ am I able/ do I have the opportunity to…

 – foster the learners’ self-esteem and willingness to assume responsibility for 
learning?

 – involve learners in reflection about language and the language learning 
process?

 – foster knowledge of and experimentation with language learning strategies 
(in and outside class)?

 – foster the self/ co-management of language learning activities (planning, 
monitoring and evaluation)?

 – foster the negotiation of ideas and decisions with and among learners?
 – encourage co-operation and team work among learners?
 – find ways to enhance the formative role of [self-]evaluation and [self-]assess-

ment (e.g. through self-evaluation and negotiation of assessment)?
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 – collect and analyse learner data so as to understand and improve teaching 
and learning (e.g. through observation, questionnaires, checklists, diaries, 
portfolios, interviews, etc.)?

 – encourage learners to learn how to collect and analyse data on their own 
learning in order to better understand their strengths and weaknesses?

 – . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Interacting with others in the professional community
Am I willing/ am I able/ do I have the opportunity to…

 – share my theories, practices and concerns with significant members in the pro-
fessional community?

 – invite others (learners, peers, mentors, etc.) to help me improve teaching and 
learning (e.g. through observation and feedback, material production, analysis 
of students’ work, etc.)?

 – disseminate experiences and confront my voice with other voices in the profes-
sional community?

 – participate in public debate on issues regarding schooling and education in 
general? 

 – . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Teacher reflection is the basis for pedagogical inquiry. According to Stenhouse 
(1976: 142–3), “curriculum research and development ought to belong to the 
teacher and…there are prospects of making this in good practice. It is not enough 
that teachers’ work should be studied: they need to study it themselves.” Sten-
house (1985: 144) argued that engaging in systematic inquiry is essential to 
becoming an ‘extended professional’. He further adds that the most outstanding 
characteristic of the extended professional “is a capacity for autonomous pro-
fessional development through systematic self-study, through the study of the 
work of other teachers and through testing of ideas and classroom research pro-
cedures.” (Stenhouse 1985: 144).

Recent literature also claims that inquiry-based approaches to teacher educa-
tion hold the promise of nurturing the intellectual leadership capacity in teachers 
as well as supporting their disposition towards continuous learning and growth 
envisioned by Dewey (Goodlad 1990; Tabachnick and Zeichner 1991; Zeichner 
1993a, 2010a; Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999; Norlander-Case, Reagan, and Case 
1999; Conle 2001). The idea of fostering inquiry in teacher education programmes 
is intended to provide teachers with opportunities to understand the complexity 
of the teaching and learning process, and also to struggle for teacher and learner 
empowerment in schools. The teacher researcher is a teacher who: 
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(a) develops a critical understanding of education by inquiring into theories, practices 
and contexts; (b) develops action (research) plans whereby the paralysing effect of situ-
ational constraints is counteracted, the limits of freedom are challenged, and possibilities 
are explored; (c) realizes the importance of making choices and assuming responsibility, 
taking risks and being creative, managing tensions and dilemmas, dealing with ambigu-
ity and uncertainty, negotiating and compromising; (d) engages in self-/co-evaluation of 
professional development processes and outcomes on the basis of locally relevant criteria; 
and (e) disseminates experiences and confronts his/her voice with other voices within the 
professional community, so as to contribute to the emergence of collective knowledge, lan-
guage and practice (Jiménez Raya and Vieira 2008: 290; Vieira 2003).

Reflective judgement, critical thinking, and pedagogical inquiry can be fostered in 
teacher education through the use of cases. In fact, case pedagogy is increasingly 
being advocated as a teacher education strategy that will prepare teachers for the 
complexity of classrooms. The goal of case pedagogy is to provide student teach-
ers with opportunities to become aware of the context specificity of the teaching 
and learning process and to help them to ‘think like teachers’ (Harrington and 
Garrison 1992). The latter can be combined with a dialogue between teacher educa-
tor and teachers or among teachers themselves about the dilemmas presented in 
the case. Such a dialogue can involve a discussion of actual teaching experiences, 
questions about cherished assumptions and practices, as well as the reformula-
tion of alternative possibilities for pedagogical action (Smyth 2001), which they 
can explore in the classroom. Case pedagogy can provide context-bound know-
ledge by allowing the teacher to come to know specific scenarios they are likely 
to encounter once they start teaching and around which they will be required to 
think and to suggest possible solutions. Inquiry in teacher education should also 
be determined by experience, framed by pedagogical theory, and, most important 
of all, it should inform practice. Therefore, how teacher education is constructed 
and implemented has important implications for the kind of inquiry it generates. 
For instance, inquiry driven by cases can provide opportunities to experience 
problem framing as well as problem resolution.

Learning of whatever type is always contextually bounded (situated), shaped 
by the purpose, situation, and activity of learning. It is influenced as well by the 
unique configuration of people in the learning setting. It occurs through active 
participation in an authentic setting, and this engagement fosters relevant, trans-
ferable learning much more than traditional information-dissemination models. 
However, this kind of learning is more than just learning by doing; situated learn-
ing requires a deeper embedding within an authentic context. Human actions of 
any nature are socially situated, affected by cultural, historical, and institutional 
factors (Wertsch, del Río, and Álvarez 1995; Wertsch 1998). This situatedness is 
a key component of the learning environment and thus needs to be considered 
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in a cognitive apprenticeship. Tools utilised in certain learning activity networks 
(Engeström 1987) are different from those used in other activity networks. An 
activity system/network is “ongoing, object-directed, historically-conditioned, 
dialectically-structured, tool-mediated human interaction: a family, a religious 
organization, an advocacy group, a political movement, a course of study, a 
school, a discipline, a research laboratory, a profession and so on” (Russell 1997: 
510). These activity systems are mutually (re)constructed by participants who 
employ certain tools and not others (including discursive tools such as speech 
sounds and inscriptions).

Research by teachers represents a situated way of learning about teaching 
and learning that will alter –not just add to– what we know of the field. The dis-
semination of research efforts will challenge our current assumptions about the-
ory-practice connections, about schools and universities, and about inquiry and 
innovation in modern language teaching (Jiménez Raya 2009). In fact, in educa-
tion the gap between theory and practice is wide. There are those who theorise 
and those who practise, without much dialogue between the two parties. Preston 
and Symes (1995: 3) highlight the somewhat “pragmatic cast of mind of many 
teachers that makes them extremely resistant to education inquiry, despite the 
fact that teachers are part of the knowledge industry, part of the marketplace of 
ideas.” However, we must not forget that this pragmatic attitude has been rein-
forced by the hegemony of academia in defining what constitutes valid knowl-
edge – knowledge that is produced by academic researchers, often without the 
participation of teachers except for getting access to school data. The fact is that 
teachers’ thoughts and actions do not happen as separate domains (Freeman 
1994). Public theories do play an important role in helping us confront and chal-
lenge our self-definitions so that we can better understand our actions (Taylor 
1990), but the teacher research paradigm gives rise to the emergence of an epis-
temology of practice whereby teachers can theorise experience and (re)construct 
personal theories about teaching and learning. Teacher inquiry is expected to 
facilitate the acquisition of knowledge and confidence that will enable practising 
teachers to act as responsible professionals by bringing to the surface controver-
sial assumptions and ideas embedded in the institutional context itself, so that 
they can be discussed in the light of different educational perspectives. When 
teachers become researchers, they can actually take control of their professional 
lives and classrooms in ways that transcend the conventional definition of the 
teacher. Through teacher research, education can reform itself from within. 
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4  Concluding remarks

Powerful teacher education strategies should consider the complexity of teach-
ing and involve (prospective) teachers in questioning and reconstructing estab-
lished practices in schools. We would contend that modern language teachers 
who are interested in implementing pedagogy for autonomy should get into the 
habit of becoming critical inquirers of the political and moral nature and impact 
of approaches to school pedagogy, and work collaboratively with teachers of 
other subjects in their educational communities (Jiménez Raya, Lamb, and Vieira 
2007). According to Jiménez Raya and Vieira (2008), the moral and political con-
tours of pedagogy for autonomy in practice are rarely discussed or evidenced in 
descriptions and examples of pedagogical experimentation in schools.

As Vieira (2009b) puts it, pedagogical inquiry can heighten transformative 
learning and become a powerful instrument against the reification, decontextual-
ization and technocratization of knowledge. Inquiry, as Pascale (1990: 14) holds, 
is the engine of vitality and self-renewal. Teachers’ ability to deal with pedagogi-
cal change and innovation, “learn from it, and help students learn from it will 
be critical for the future development of societies” (Fullan 1993: ix). Teacher edu-
cation needs to promote a strategic understanding of pedagogy for autonomy, 
that is, the wise (re)construction of knowledge about why and how to promote it 
in situations where principles conflict and a simple solution is not feasible. It is 
our contention that teacher education can help teachers play this fundamental 
role. One possible way is to focus on teachers’ agendas and support their efforts 
to challenge and transform dominant pedagogies through reflective practice and 
pedagogical inquiry. In particular, we advocate the use of case pedagogy based 
on the idea that knowledge of teaching is built on prior knowledge, connected 
with experience, evolving and consequential, providing teachers with insight 
into alternative solutions rather than ‘correct’ answers. The implicit assump-
tion is that encouraging (prospective) teachers to evaluate the local relevance of 
pedagogical practices from various perspectives through reflection and inquiry 
will further promote teacher professional reasoning and development. We hope 
to make these ideas more evident in the next three chapters, where a case-based 
approach to teacher development towards autonomy is discussed and illustrated.


