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1.1 Advice from a Self-Study Scholar
Openness and Collaboration
Establishing a team of critical friends is an important first step for self-study teachers. Critical friends
are important to self-study because self-study calls for openness and collaboration. Openness means
making your classroom teaching public and sharing your work and ideas with colleagues and students.
Openness is crucial to improving your teaching, but it also leaves you vulnerable and open to critique.
Trust, then, becomes a vital element in establishing and sustaining a team of critical friends. Finding
and choosing colleagues who are honest, supportive, collaborative, and committed to the goals of
self-study is vital in the process of helping you consider and gain insight into your work.
Patience A. Sowa
Zayed University, United Arab Emirates

Next, share your wonderment with a peer whom you may decide to continue to work
with as your critical friend.
Present what you wrote and ask each other for clarifications. What did you inquire
about? Why are you curious about this question? Who would benefit from addressing
this question? Take notes on the responses and comments you receive and further questions that are generated from your discussion. As in all the critical friend work, reverse
roles and repeat the activity again with your critical friend’s research. One of the first
and key steps in the self-study research process is establishing and sustaining your critical friend team.

Establishing Your Critical Friend Team
Create a Working Structure.
Create a working structure for critique and support. Critical friends are tasked with two principle roles:
to offer critique and to provide support (Breslin et al., 2008). Discuss and agree on your working
structure. Establish ground rules with critical friends and revisit and reclarify them often. Openly share
what is working and what is not working in your critical friend inquiries. Discuss and negotiate any
problematic issues early and regularly. Practice professional ethics. Honor confidentiality about each
other’s work. The accessibility and reliability of your critical friends will help ease anxiety for
participants. Agree on a structure for how and when the feedback will be posted, such as through
regularly scheduled meetings, progress reports, and/or memos. You might decide to use an Internet
group forum space or a wiki to post, respond, and store each other’s memos. While sharing
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situation of this teacher, this student, this set of resources, in this school, with this
administration, these students, and this community. The s-step enterprise stands
in stark contrast to imposed forms of accountability, starting as it does with
individuals who are intent on improving their own actions and practices, and who
have empirical methods to further that commitment. (p. 233)
Self-study of teaching practices begins to build the muscle for professional development
as a lifelong process. It reminds us that some of the hardest and most important work is
working on oneself. Self-study can build teacher efficacy by encouraging teachers to be
agents of their own learning and reform initiatives while collaborating with professional colleagues to improve their daily and long-term work with students (Samaras & Freese, 2006).
As professionals, teachers learn to recognize the abilities they have to question, reflect, and
take action in practice. Consequently, teachers gain self-efficacy and confidence in their
abilities to promote students’ learning through self-study research.
What teachers discover is that their greatest contributions to the educational system
begin with their questions. When teachers across the United States and around the world
each have the opportunity to ask their questions and assess their own practice, the impact
for students is multiplied. Teachers need a means to be motivated to assess their practice,
and that process must include outside interpretations (i.e., self-study teacher research).
Teachers and schools will benefit when teachers ask their own questions about their own
practice. Self-study research lays the groundwork for teachers’ better-informed educational actions and decisions. Those individual and collaborative efforts in investigating
pedagogy will have far-reaching implications for school change within and across
schools.

1.2 Advice from a Self-Study Scholar
Personal Professional Accountability
In many instances, the catalyst for self-study is similar to a problem in relation to reflective
practice. Being confronted by a problem (curious or puzzling situation) can cause one to stop and
look again at taken-for-granted aspects of practice. Jack Whitehead (1989) described this as being
a living contradiction, and in terms of personal professional accountability, it seems to me that a
central issue for self-study is being sensitive to, or actively seeking to find, instances of being a living
contradiction in our teaching. As Tom Russell (e.g., Russell, 2002) has highlighted many times, the
way we teach has much more influence than what we say. Therefore, if we are to genuinely be
scholars of teaching, we need to be able to demonstrate that we learn through the challenges
created by our own actions in our practice. In that way, self-study is an important touchstone to
personal professional accountability.
John Loughran
Monash University, Australia

