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Abstract: 
This paper investigates how research-based teaching practices are sustained after 

the end of a Masters course. Data is collected from a group of teachers at the end of the 
course and one year later. The data collected (one-hour video-recording of a focus 
group discussion and seven individual semi-structured interviews) are participants’ 
narrative accounts about their research practices. The qualitative analysis considers 
three main categories: expanding professional practices; challenging new practices in 
zones of enactment, projecting new practices which help to identify how the 
competences acquired were sustained and used by teachers. 
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Introduction 
In a continually changing context, teachers are constantly confronted with social, 

institutional and political reforms, such as the massive introduction of educational 
technology or implementation of results from international surveys. So, teachers are, 
directly or indirectly, solicited to challenge, improve or update their skills to embrace and 
deal with innovation. Continued education gives teachers several opportunities to learn 
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and develop skills. However, even when teachers receive quality professional 
development, they do not always sustain practices over time, nor integrate them into 
their teaching practices. So, understanding the ways in which new competences are 
sustained provides valuable information about their influence on professional 
development. This paper goes seeks to understand and describe the characteristics of 
professional development that encourages deep learning (Meijer et al., 2016) and 
engages agentic action (Lane & Sweeny, 2018). 

Sustainability in professional developing  
Teachers could introduce new practices in significantly different ways, often grafting 

new approaches on top of existing practices without altering classroom routines 
(Coburn, 2003). A deep change is necessary, altering instruction, beliefs about teaching 
and learning, and pedagogical practice (Coburn et al., 2012).  

Research on sustainability has focused on the factors that facilitate or impede 
sustainability – like the type and amount of support, experience with the practices, 
teachers’ characteristics and beliefs, and the perceived fit of the new practices with the 
given context (Bambara, Nonnemacher, & Kern, 2009; Baker, Gersten, Dimino & 
Griffith, 2004). Less attention is given to the process that supports sustainability of new 
competencies. This process could provide an insight on what happens during the 
implementation that fosters sustainability (Coburn, Russell, Kaufman, & Stein, 2012).  

A discussed skill: Research in Teacher Training  
Current teacher education curricula internationally propose diverse ways of including 

research in teacher training. The research component could be non-existent, not stated 
explicitly, or, in other cases, there is an explicit curriculum unit on research methods 
(Flores, 2016). For example, in France, the integration of research into teacher training 
is explicit and required by the regulatory framework for teacher training (to read more, 
Olivier, & Gaussel, 2016). Literature on the purposes of the integration of research in 
teacher training exists since about two decades. Literature indicates, for example, that 
the general purpose of research integration can be to invite teachers to base their 
practices on scientific research results, to disseminate research knowledge and improve 
reflection on teacher practices or for teachers to adopt a scientific posture approach as 
researchers (Postholm, 2011). Healey and Jenkins (2009) distinguish between research 
training in order to turn the teacher into an active research participant and that for the 
purpose of having the teacher simply ‘consume’ already conducted research. They also 
make a distinction between research training focused on content and that which 
concentrates on the process of doing research.  

Including research-based teaching practices in teacher training extends the 
conventional vision of the teacher as ‘consumer’ of other people’s knowledge (Girod & 
Pardales, 2001). Developing research-based teaching practices is an opportunity for 
teachers to acquire knowledge and skills to be implemented directly in their practice, 
getting meaning from their practice which they then use to improve their decision-
making (Cochran-Smith, 2005; Cochran-Smith & Lyttle, 2009). Developing research-
based teaching practices for teachers takes into account the dual demands of being 
both a reflective teacher and being interested in research results and processes 
(Dobber, Akkerman, Verloop & Vermunt, 2012). The goals of including research-based 
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teaching practices in teacher training are to gain insight into teaching and learning, 
improving practice, and to seek practical solutions to real problems in teachers’ 
professional and community lives (Stremmel & Horm-Wingerd, 2007).  

Practitioner research supports teacher autonomy for them to manage their 
professional development and encourages educational transformation linked to the 
community. For this, “practitioner researchers need to be brave” (Swennen, 2018), 
together with academic researchers, to introduce more diversity and variety in 
educational research and discussion.  

Research 
Purpose  
This paper’s research questions are: How and why are research-based teaching 

practices sustained after the end of a Masters programme?  
To answer this question, we collected data from a group of teachers at the end of a 

Masters course and one year later. The temporal dimension helped us to see the impact 
of the Masters course, in general, and the use of research-based teaching practices in 
particular, over time. Using a teacher group case study (Stake, 2005), we sought to 
explore the sustainability dimensions of research-based teaching practices at the end of 
a Masters course. Questioning how teachers deal with acquisition and sustaining of new 
skills, like those for research, in their professional development is a valuable output to 
understanding the introduction of innovation (Postholm, 2011).  

Participants 
We interviewed a class of seven in-service teachers (six men and one woman). Five 

participants were between 30 and 35, one was under 30 and one over 35. They all had 
a Bachelor’s degree in Educational Science with different levels of high school teaching 
experience in their respective countries.  

These teachers attended a two-year full-time international Erasmus Mundus Joint 
Masters Degree on Educational Research (co-leaded by Belgium and French 
University). The aim of this Masters course was to improve teaching skills in science 
educational research and develop a positive research attitude. The Masters course 
includes training on research methodologies in science education, with a focus on new 
technology education in teaching. The first part of the Masters was co-organised at a 
Belgian university – with a focus on the educational video – and the second part at a 
French university – with a focus on the quantitative and qualitative methodology of 
research. To obtain the official qualification, the teachers presented a final research 
dissertation, based on data collected in their local school. Their dissertations focused on 
the introduction of technology in teaching and learning practices.  

The teachers were from three African countries (three from Namibia, one from 
Lesotho, two from Zimbabwe) and one from Vanuatu. Considering the focus of the 
research, a deep analysis of professional learning policies and practices in the different 
countries in which participants teach are not proposed. General structural problems in 
the education system, such as a lack of basic resources and teachers’ low qualifications 
(Haßler, Hennessy, Cross, Chileshe, & Machiko, 2015) are common in all these 
countries. At the same time there exists a general orientation for important educational 
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progress and reform (Jansen, 2001; OECD, 2014; Eger, 2016; Outcome Statement 10th 
Policy Dialogue Forum, 2017). All participants agreed to be involved in this research 
project.  

Data Collection and Analysis 
The data collected are narratives from the participants about their research-based 

teaching practices and research activities. We collected data in two times. First at the 
end of the Masters course, when the participants had already finished their training 
course and were ready to return to their respective countries. The data collected at that 
particular moment consisted of a one-hour video-recording of a focus group discussion, 
conducted with the aim to have an in-depth discussion of the participants’ research-
based teaching practices and activities. We then collected data again, one year after the 
end of the Masters course. Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted via 
Skype and, when this was not possible for technical reasons, it was sent via email to the 
participants as a questionnaire (Appendix 1). We chose this method because “narrating” 
helps the participants “reflect” on selected experiences and events in order to make 
them meaningful (Watson, 2006).  

An initial overview of all the data was made in order to familiarize the researchers 
with the corpus of data. A thematic analysis of the answers was conducted. To answer 
the research question, the extracts in which the participants refer to research-based 
teaching practices during their training and afterwards in their professional practice were 
isolated. Then, some macro categories were identified in a process of circular reading 
between data and theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). The results are discussed below, 
using the three dimensions considered and illustrated by teachers’ excerpts.  

Results 
In the three following sections, we consider the three dimensions in light of the data 

at the end of the Masters Programme and one year on.  

Expanding professional practices  
Considering that learning engages identity and professional transformation, this first 

categories is about the expanding of professional practices. The participation in the 
Masters programme makes possible an “expanding learning”, in which the outcome of 
the learning process is the renewal of previous forms of activity (Engeström & Sannino, 
2010).  

At the end of the Masters, teachers expressed that their motivation to attend the 
Masters course was linked to the general idea of finding solutions to the limited material 
conditions or traditional teaching practices. Indeed, teachers stressed their wish to 
introduce change after several years of classroom activity:  

I am driven by change and also would like to explore new challenges, so it has 
been my dream to acquire a Masters degree one day, after almost 14 years of 
teaching experience.  
The teachers, coming from different African regions, have in common the use of the 

world “challenge” and the aim to introduce a novelty in their daily teaching. Some 
concrete needs motivated teachers to improve their actual daily work, like engaging in 



Expanding use of research-based teaching practices April, 2019 

5 Transformative Dialogues: Teaching & Learning Journal Volume 12 Issue 1 April 2019 

better communication with new generations of students and learning more effective 
teaching methods: 

I have been a mathematics teacher for nine years, and from one year to another I 
have been trying to improve my teaching approach to refute the idea about 
mathematics as being difficult.  
All these needs are expressed in the willingness to attend the international Masters 

programme, sponsored by the European Union:  
I would like to know a lot about how to approach this net-generation with effective 
teaching method. For that reason, I choose to further my studies and return to 
deal with the challenge.  
For many years, teachers and political leaders have seen teachers’ professional 

development as an administrative duty and training that teachers ‘receive’ (Calvert, 
2016), usually by experts in specialist training. Here it shows how the teachers are very 
motivated to improve their competences and update knowledge, with specific objectives 
and the desire to apply new training skills. For all these reasons, teachers are willing to 
attend a professional learning course which can give them new knowledge and develop 
their skills.  

One year after the end of the course, teachers consider the deep impacts of the 
Masters course on their professional development. The teachers referred to their 
experience as an opportunity to enrich their perspective, thanks, for example, to 
exposure to the European educational system:  

Being exposed to ideas, education systems in Europe has helped me to realize 
not to stick to an education system as a fixed body but to discover new ideas that 
flow into the classroom for the best results.  
The participation in the Masters programme is considered a global growth 

experience. One year on after the end of the course, the teachers consider the 
formative experience as a form of “turning point” in the transformation of their 
professional situation:  

The Masters in Research is a journey that changed my profession.  
In particular, a deep transformation is possible thanks to the adoption of a “research 

attitude” (Cochran-Smith, 2005), that helps to identify problems, find solutions in the 
classroom and in the community:  

To improve my teaching methods and to be open-minded in other areas of life. 
Research has helped me to keep searching for ways to improve or to possess 
new skills in my current occupation and any other work-related areas. 
One year after the end of the Masters, the teachers still considered the importance 

of the research-based teaching practices. 

Challenging new practices in zones of enactment 
This category makes reference to the “zones of enactment” (Spillane, 1999) 

considered as the space where the reform, the individual, and the practice meet, with a 
critical a role in teachers’ ability to achieve deeper levels of change. Learning in the 
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zones of enactment is dependent upon the interplay of individual factors (e.g. motivation 
and ability) and external factors (e.g. time, curriculum, policy, and interactions with 
professionals). Spillane (1999) found that zones impacting deep change were 
collaborative, provided opportunities for rich reflection and practice, and offered 
materials and supports, but were not always possible. 

A key competence of the Masters programme are the research-based teaching 
practices. These skills are not spontaneously evoked or directly considered by the 
teachers when they first mention their motivations to start a new learning programme. 
Keeping this in mind, at the end of the Masters, different perspectives are evoked by the 
teachers about the research-based teaching practices. Some students considered it 
only as part of the Masters programme: 

To successfully finish my research with a good grade and publish it. 
The engagement with research skills is questioned by some teachers, as they seem 

to encounter difficulties to see links with their future practices:  
I was motivated by two things: one was money, the second my position about it. 
So if the research can motivate me to have more money at the end of the years, I 
can try to be motivated about it…so if was just for research, no not for me.  
Teachers questioning about using the skills in their professional practices, the 

personal and practical interests of obtaining professional qualifications or improving 
careers to see an impact on teaching practices in the classroom and community are 
important. 

However, some teachers started to see research as tools for professional 
development, valuing their possible utility in the classroom, like a process of inquiry to 
find solutions.  

Before I didn’t see how the research is important, but now I see how it can be 
useful for the teacher. When you are in a class, you observe something in the 
class, and the answer you have to find it. So teacher and research can be put 
together. 
This new competence could be so valuable for some teachers, as it can start a 

personal transformation:  
Not do research just to do research, but it has to be linked to something (…) to 
find a reason in my work, to become a better person. Like a satisfaction feeling 
that you have.  
The research-based teaching practices are not a simply part of the Masters 

programme but are challenged and questioned for the future applications.  
One year after the end of the Masters, the skills and attitudes helped the teachers to 

change and improve their approach to teaching, as expressed by this teacher who uses 
some theoretical framework to introduce innovation.  

I have identified what type of students I have in class, devised the learning style 
that suits their learning needs. … Since I have activated the students’ curiosity in 
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the classroom, learning is effective and I can tell that students have gained a lot 
from the different types of teaching methods I have prepared for each lesson.  
The Masters programme helped to change practice, but still teachers are confronted 

with the local context.  
I have held some technological workshops for teachers in my school, though it 
was difficult because there is no internet, no projectors to use and give a good 
show.  
At the same time their motivations are challenged by the relational and institutional 

system in which they work.  
Therefore, I think I still have to work hard to convince teachers, school principal 
to install technological devices in school. 
Research-based teaching practices’ integration in the community is not easy. The 

network around the teacher, where they are willing to introduce some innovation, is 
conservative and resistant to social change (Lasky 2005), which, in turn, challenges the 
teacher’s personal will.  

Projecting new practices 
At the end of the Masters, all teachers are willing and motivated to use, share and 

develop their research-based teaching practices when they return to the classroom and 
in their local community. In particular, these skills are considered as a problem-solving 
process.  

I will do research and be able to solve more problems. I mean to find a way to 
teach in a limited situation. Only true research can improve a situation.  
With regard to the evaluation of the research-based teaching practices, the 

expectation is that these skills can be used in the classroom to solve “more problems” 
(student interest and motivation) and to overcome the problem of limited available 
resources.  

Practical propositions are made by the teachers about possible strategies to apply 
research-based teaching practices:  

I will teach, I think, I will see research in a different way. If you see a problem in 
your classroom, maybe the students are not learning, so you have to ask 
yourself, why the students are not learning, if you decide to do research like that 
(why they are failing?) than you can answer like that and that…. So in this sense 
research can be done. It can help.  
Teachers are aware that they have to adapt the skills learned to the cultural and 

social context in which they wish to share it.  
I will find some teacher interested. And then come out with a research group 
oriented to explore specific problems and experiences in teaching. For example, 
we have done some research about the use of the media in education. So maybe 
the teachers will develop some new skills. So in that way there can be a way.  
This kind of reflection is useful to anticipate possible difficulties of such integration of 

new research skills in the teachers’ work community. The role of colleagues is also still 
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seen as strategic to ensuring active research skill usage. The teachers’ experience in 
school makes them aware that the practical implementation of research-based teaching 
practices can be assured through the usage of small communities of practice (Willemse, 
Boei & Pillen, 2015), favouring practice integration in the group.  

One year after the end of the Masters, teachers express their wish to keep acquiring 
and using the research-based teaching practices. Teachers feel that they can really 
have a voice, be empowered and get support to continually develop and transform their 
skills. Indeed, despite the difficulties, teachers are willing to continue to learn, showing a 
strong engagement in their work. This intention is expressed through working on 
scientific papers, helping colleagues and trying to share information in their community.  

I am currently working on my research paper to be published.  
Motivation is still connected to personal objectives. Indeed, some teachers are 

interested in continuing to do research in order to develop and improve their 
professional position.  

Also, the teachers wish to receive additional funding to be involved in more projects, 
and to change their career. The teachers are aware of the limited available resources 
(money, time, etc.). For this reason, too, questions about practical advantage and utility 
of the research-based teaching practices arise.  

Discussion 
From the combination of the three dimensions – expanding professional practices, 

challenging new practices in zones of enactment, projecting new practices- we can 
consider there is a main starting point, namely a generic interest to improve their 
practices through a formal learning experience which ends in a projection about 
resolving “problems” in the classroom (increase student performance, motivation…). 
One year on, in the continuity of the preview reflections, the starting point is the 
application of the research-based teaching practices to resolve problems in the 
classroom for the students or for the more general local educational community, with a 
projection again to the need of new professional projects.  

It appears that, in spite of possible contingent difficulties, teachers express the will, 
motivation and desire to use research-based teaching practices in order to improve their 
teaching practices, with direct and indirect influences on their classroom, school and 
community, and personal career. This expresses a gain of confidence in their skills and 
a more oriented identity as practitioner researchers (Swennen & Geerdink, 2017).  

Teachers are called to express a new professionalism, including assuming 
responsibilities with deliberate engagement and independent exploration of knowledge 
(Damsa, Froehlich & Gegenfurtner, 2017). This way, the focus is on how teachers can 
continuously develop, update or revise work-related levels of knowledge and 
competence. As correctly noted by Simons & Ruijters (2014), “The question is no longer 
who is a professional, but who chooses to be a professional. And by implication, if you 
choose to be a professional – how do you shape your professional development in 
order to remain a professional” (p. 981). This new challenging and active prospect turns 
teachers into dynamic agents of their own professional development (Biesta, Priestley & 
Robinson 2015; Lipponen & Kumpulainen 2011), challenges and practices, and 



Expanding use of research-based teaching practices April, 2019 

9 Transformative Dialogues: Teaching & Learning Journal Volume 12 Issue 1 April 2019 

expands their “professional space” (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017), considered as 
the “amount of say” teachers have regarding their own teaching practice. 

Central to this participation is the individual’s willingness to continually develop and 
transform his or her skills: “What initiates and directs individuals’ learning throughout 
their working lives is far from being fully understood. Accordingly, it is important to know 
more about how individuals learn throughout their working life” (Billett & Pavolva 2005, 
p. 6). 

In conclusion, this text contributes to the discussion on how the research dimension 
is integrated in initial and continuing teacher education courses and what the 
approaches and strategies to integrate theory and practice are (Flores, 2017). We 
explore the personal perspectives of the teachers considering the need to see what this 
is and how teachers engage personally in their professional learning and how new 
practices are sustained. Given that richer or deeper learning likely requires effortful 
engagement, this kind of learning may arise more frequently when individuals’ interests 
and agentic action are engaged (Malle, Moses, & Baldwin, 2001). We consider that 
acquiring and engaging actively with new skills, like research-based teaching practices, 
can give teachers the opportunity to expand their perceived “professional space” and 
thus acquire a leading role (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017).  

It also brings about the question of how research-based teaching practices can 
sustain the existing contexts to which teachers return after their studies, especially 
when it concerns an international course. The above-mentioned data was collected from 
African teachers who, outside their daily professional and personal environment, gained 
research-based teaching practices which they wish to implement once back. However, 
as can be deduced from the findings one year after the end of the course, often the wish 
cannot be realised as the resources and opportunities are not present. This is why 
these teachers keep on asking for more context-appropriate courses. Perhaps such 
courses should be organised in the participants’ country of origin or through the 
distance education mode, so that the identified problems can be tackled in a more 
sustainable way, along with other forms to teacher education (Sayed, 2002). In addition, 
for courses outside the context like the one explored in this paper, it will be interesting to 
consider reflective support during the formal learning period, with an attention to how to 
adapt the new skills in practice.  

Professional learning, especially directed to practitioner-researchers, have to be 
oriented to increase autonomy and to help to acquire an agentic role for the 
transformation of education (Jones, 2018; Kennedy, 2005; Pyhältö, Pietarinen & Soini, 
2015). Indeed, agency could be a supporting lever in the introduction of innovation in 
education. We consider agency as a matter of personal capacity to act combined with 
the contingencies of the environment within which such action occurs (Biesta & Tedder, 
2007, p. 196). In this sense, teachers’ sense of agency emerges in the relationship with 
context and resources (Oliveira, 2012), often rich in contradictions (Sannino, 2011). The 
challenge of introducing new models and strategies learned with difficulty and 
resistance may create tensions in one’s identity and opportunities of agency expression 
(Zembylas, Espinet, Milne, & Scantlebury, 2006). Therefore, teachers’ sense of agency 
shapes what teachers do, how they think about what they do, and what they think they 
will be within their profession. 
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Conclusion 
In this paper we explored how teachers engage in the acquisition of research-based 

teaching practices at the end of their Masters’ course and one year later. In particular, 
we explored how the new research skills are sustained in a longitudinal perspective. 
Acquiring new skills is challenging for all teachers and sustaining it is also difficult; 
teachers have to consider the implications in the classroom, in their community and in 
relation to their professional career. The sample studied and discussed above 
encompasses only foreign teachers (from African countries and Vanuatu) who attended 
the course. From a methodological point of view, the narratives from the focus group 
and the interviews give accounts of the participants’ learning experience in relation to 
research-based teaching practices. 

Future research will include identifying how research-based teaching practices might 
be supported and exercised throughout the teachers’ working life. Indeed, it will be 
interesting to question how much this desire to introduce change and innovation, to do 
research and to apply new knowledge at the end of a training course is realized in 
relation to present or absent support from the community or institution in which the 
teacher is located.  
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Appendix 1 

Individual semi-structural interview  
1. After more than a year after the end of the international Masters course, are you still 

interested in your research topic? 
2. On returning to your country, did you share the results of your research with 

colleagues/students or other schools? In which way? 
3. In your opinion, what is the most important contribution of your research in your 

school or/and community? 
4. Do you think that having done your research has had an impact on your teaching 

practices? In which way? 
5. Have you published or do you plan to write articles about your research? 
6. Are you involved in new research projects? 
7. Do you intend to improve your professional skills? In which way? 
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