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Critical reflection of classroom observations 

A classroom is a place in which learning and teaching takes place. Similarly, Allwright (1992, 
cited in Hall, 2011) also refers to classrooms as places where ‘one teacher and a number of 
learners to come together for a pedagogical purpose’. In addition, Tudor (2001, cited in Hall, 
2011) indicates that a classroom functions as social environments as well as a physical location 
and pedagogical context. Accordingly, a classroom seems to be considered to a social space 
where a teacher and learners assemble and collaborate with each other for their pedagogic aims 
and their roles vary and change continuously according to their goals to achieve. Therefore, this 
essay will describe a classroom where a learning event took place between a teacher and 
students, identify teacher and learners roles at different stages and explain their roles based on 
underlying principles of language learning and teaching. 


The class being observed on the 3rd of December in 2013 seems to be different from usual 
classes in the language courses. The course is called a supported independent study (SIS). In 
this course, all the students prepare for their progress to Masters’ and PhD’s programme. In 
other words, they have been learning academic skills including academic vocabulary, academic 
writing, group project, and presentation of their research. Most students are supposed to study 
for around 40 weeks before progress to postgraduate study in the University of Glasgow. This 
class consists of 7 international and multi-lingual students of around 25 years of age, so that 
they are supposed to use English as a communication tool. In spite of a small amount of 
differences of level between students, they can be categorised as higher or upper intermediate 
based on CEFR. At the present time, students in this class have been doing independent group 1

projects in which three or four students have been collaborating for around 3 weeks. Until this 
week, they are scheduled to finish data collection through handing out and collecting 
questionnaires as a quantitative method for acquiring data from samples. They were divided into 
two groups. Each group has their own research topic: one is about the role and purpose of 
residential service and the other is about the reason and purpose of students’ use of library.


Before discussing the observation in detail, it is necessary to mention how many stages the 
class had because the class is not a normal one to teach language skills but special one to 
prepare students for their further study in postgraduate schools. In general, the class can be 
divided into two stages: the first stage is that the teacher checked the progress of each group’s 
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independent study; and the second stage seems to be labelled ‘independent stage’ for students 
to do their group project with the help or support of the teacher if necessary.


On commencing the first stage, the teacher greeted students. Following the greeting, she had 
some conversations about some personal topics with students. 


In this phase, the teacher likely did these actions to establish rapport, which is a very significant 
initial action which teachers can generally use for their lessons to smoothly begin . Rapport is 
defined as ‘a friendly relationship in which people understand each other very well’ (OALD, 2010) 
. More specifically, Senior (2008) suggests that rapport needs to be used to refer to the 
relationship between people whose levels of power are usually unequal. Given a classroom 
context, rapport seems to refer to the relationship between teachers and students because 
teachers are considered to ‘offer something of themselves to’ students (ibid.). Several 
researchers argue that developing rapport is as important as the teaching itself or more 
important than ‘materials, techniques and linguistic analyses’ when learning works in language 
classroom (Stevick, 1980; Ehrman and Dornyei, 1998, cited in Senior, 2008). 


After having small talk with students, the teacher checked the progress of each group’s project. 
As it was above mentioned that the main aim of this lesson is to support students’ group project, 
she asked one group (Group 1) about what they were doing for their project. One of the members 
in Group 1 told their progress to her. While reporting their progress, they frequently received 
some questions from the teacher about their questionnaire, data collection and the number and 
gender rate of samples. After checking Group 1’s independent project, the teacher moved to 
Group 2, asking them what they would do next after some questions relating to the progress of 
group research. Following the procedures, she reaffirmed the schedule of this course, which 
seemed to encourage them to attend to their project. 


In this stage which covers the first half of the lesson, the teacher’s main role appears to be a 
‘tutor’. A teacher acting as a tutor supports individual students or small groups so that the 
students can gain real opportunities to ‘feel supported and helped’ (Harmer, 2007). Moreover, 
the teacher as a tutor leads his/her students to some directions which they have not thought of 
taking during longer project such as this independent study. Without the guide or support of 
experiencers having done some studies, it may be not easy to independently conduct research. 
Therefore, the role of the teacher who did check the progress of students’ group project and 
guided the students can be considered to act as a tutor. Given that the teacher acted as a tutor, 
the learners were autonomously doing group study with the support of the teacher. In addition, 
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Harmer (2007) suggests that when a teacher acts as a tutor in the classroom, he/she may also 
combine the roles of prompter and resource. What should be remembered is that a teacher 
needs to make sure that intervening too much will impede learner autonomy or too little will 
make students feel unsupported (ibid.). 


From Wright (1987)’s terminology about roles of teachers, however, the role of this observed 
teacher may be termed as a ‘manager’ including the roles of resource, guide, evaluator and 
organizer when it comes to creating the conditions under which learning can take place. 
Furthermore, in terms of language teaching methods and approaches, this group project might 
be categorised as ‘cooperative learning’, where some of the teacher’s roles are to design the 
learning context so that students collaborate with each other to achieve learning goals, 
encourage students to participate in interactional engagement through group work and provide 
feedback and motivational support (Hyland, 1991, cited in Richards, 1996).


One more thing to which attention should be paid as a teacher’s role in this stage is that the 
teacher used questioning method. According to Hall (2011), the aims of questioning are to ‘help 
teachers to elicit information, check learners’ understanding and keep learners’ attention.’  
Besides, questions seem to supply students with opportunities not only to practice language in 
the second language classroom but also to arrange and refine their ideas by answering 
continuous questions from their teacher (ibid.). Therefore, it seemed that the teacher’s questions 
in this stage could help to accomplish the aims of this lesson as well as to enable her to deploy 
their control over leaners when she acted as a manager or tutor.


The teacher asked Group 1 about the purpose of residential service (the research topic of the 
group), but no one did not answer the question. She did ask the same question of Group 2. The 
teacher drew some ideas from Group 2 to support scaffold Group 1’s project. 

In this phase of the first stage, the teacher seemed to adopt the scaffolding strategy. Scaffolding 
can be defined as a temporary support to achieve a higher level (Thornbury, 2006). Without such 
support, it might be difficult for students to successfully complete their task. Assistance usually 
results from knowledgeable or skilled people such as teachers. However, the teacher in this 
lesson drew the answer from their peers rather than directly gave the right answer to Group 1. 
The teacher seemed to ‘invite’ their peers as a source of scaffolding to motivate the students in 
Group 1 with peers’ support (Van Lier, 2004, cited in Walqui, 2006). Whether the teacher 
intentionally or unintentionally employed this resource for scaffolding, this method might have 
stimulated Group 1’s motivation and further efforts.     
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After reporting their progress to the teacher and hearing about the project schedule, Group 1 left 
the classroom to hand out questionnaires and collect them for further data collection as one of 
the stages of their project, and Group 2 discussed their next step for their independent study, 
analysed their data completely collected and shared the ideas about how to give their research 
presentation and how to divide their responsibilities. While Group 2 were doing their group 
project in the classroom, the teacher was monitoring their group work, provided some assistance 
for one student who had asked about the project and gave feedback to the student.  

As mentioned above, the second stage can be named ‘independent stage’ because it was time 
for the students in both groups to do their own independent studies after receiving several 
feedbacks about their stages of their project from the teacher. During this stage in the 
classroom, the teacher did not appear to play any parts for the class except for monitoring 
students’ group work, siting back behind the group. In other words, as the name of this course 
says, this stage might rely on less on teacher-centred teaching and more on learner-centred 
cooperative group work (Richards, 1996). Be that as it may, the emphasis on learner-centred 
activity or collaborative work doesn’t necessarily seem to mean that there are no more roles for 
teachers to do in the classroom. As Widdowson (1987) points out, the roles of teachers still 
remain in order to contribute to creating ‘required enabling conditions’ for student’s learning, 
monitoring and guiding progress of their tasks in the situation in which students develop into 
more autonomous learners. Therefore, even though the students, whether in the classroom 
(Group 1) or out of the classroom (Group 2), might look as if they could do completely 
independent group studies, they may never become really independent while they participate in 
this course of SIS. To borrow Widdowson’s own words, ‘it is the kind of dependency which 
changes’ (ibid.). 


Nevertheless, it can be said that the learners’ roles must have increased in this stage. Based on 
the suggestions of McLeish (1973, cited in Wright, 1987), group project tends to be positioned to 
the direction of ‘student interact’ and ‘experiential.’ Accordingly, the students who were doing 
group project seem to have more actively interacted with their group members, as well as have 
had relevant experiences of undertaking research for their later study . In addition, as 
Widdowson (1987) suggests, if a group functions ‘by exercising interactional autonomy in an 
independent and unconstrained way,’ this process will quite naturally promote group dynamics 
and encourage the members of the group to be more autonomous. In other words, students 
seem to be able to gain learner autonomy through sustained efforts of struggling for it in the 
group project. Therefore, more focus may be given to increasing independent roles of the 
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students in this stage, without neglecting the teacher’s roles to monitor, guide and give feedback 
to the progress of this collaborative work.


In conclusion, a classroom is a place where one teacher and a number of students cooperate 
with each other to achieve their common goals. Even though the classroom to be observed 
seemed to be a little different from a normally expected language lesson, the roles that a teacher 
and learners enacted in class were identified at different stages. In addition, the teacher’s and 
learners’ roles could be interpreted in terms of the relatedness with the aims of lessons. Even 
though their roles might appear to be predetermined or prescribed based on learning activities, 
as Wright (1987) suggests, in effect, their roles are likely to be flexible and seem to adjust to 
dynamic interactions between a teacher and students.                                                                                                                
Word count: 1971 
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