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Abstract

Research constitutes an important part of tertiary EFL teachers’ job
responsibilities. However, it has become a bottleneck, especially for early-stage
researchers. A review of the literature showed that empirical research regarding how
Chinese tertiary EFL teachers collaborate and conduct research in online communities
was scant. Based on Wenger’s theory of communities of practice (CoPs) about
situated learning as well as group dynamics and leadership theories, this qualitative
case study explored tertiary EFL teachers’ learning experiences in online CoPs from
the perspective of research leadership. The concept of research leadership proposed by
Evans (2014) was used in this study to refer to the power of influence of university
EFL teachers exerted through motivation, modeling, guidance and mentoring, sharing
and collaboration, upon their global and local learning communities including
students, fellow researchers and the society in terms of research attitudes, research
conducts and intellectual achievements. Taking the forms of shared leadership and
self-leadership, this power is embodied in individual and collective decision-making,
executive power, and communicative skills in problem-solving as well as personal and
professional vision and knowledge base; it is in essence the power of change ignited
in others as well as in themselves. Three research questions were addressed: (1) What
are the factors constituting Chinese tertiary EFL teachers’ research leadership? (2)
What are the features of tertiary EFL teachers’ research leadership in online
communities of practice? And (3) What are the factors that shape tertiary EFL
teachers’ research leadership in online communities of practice? A blended
ethnography integrating netnography and auto-ethnography was adopted to collect
data. Eight types of data collected via participant observation, online and in-person
interviews as well as documents included: 1) written records of online dialogues; 2)
teacher reflective notes regarding research engagement; 3) filed notes of the

researcher; 4) personal journals of sample teachers; 5) interview transcripts; 6)
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research grant applications; 7) journal article manuscripts; and 8) sound recordings of
teacher-student interactions. Data analysis went through three stages: first, the
reflective notes were quantified with AntConc to help answer the first research
question. Based on the results of this quantitative process, relevant literature, and
especially the Vitae Researcher Development Framework (leadership perspective,
2015), an analytical framework was established; second, on the basis of this analytical
framework, documentary analysis and e-conversational analysis were conducted;
finally, cross-case comparison and analysis were carried out to answer the second and
third research questions.

The findings from analysis of sample teachers and communities revealed that:

First, Knowing, Doing, Being and Living together constitute tertiary EFL
teachers’ research leadership. ‘Knowing’ refers to teacher knowledge and teacher
cognition, teachers’ subject matter knowledge, knowledge structure as well as
teachers’ research cognition and self-knowledge in particular. ‘Doing’ refers to
research conduct, teachers’ abilities in problem-solving, collaborative learning and
research in particular. ‘Being’ and ‘Living together’ refers to teachers’ research
attitudes, personal qualities as well as values underpinning their research engagement.

Second, tertiary EFL teachers’ research leadership in online CoPs features the
following characteristics: 1) Research leadership is a continuum. Influenced by the
above-mentioned factors, it varies in styles and effectiveness; 2) Leadership styles
vary from person to person, from context to context, and are gender-specific. In
self-initiated online communities, the formal leader--being the founder of the
community, the informal opinion leaders and influential members as well as the
overwhelming majority--legitimate peripheral participants--demonstrate  their
leadership differently; and 3) Tertiary EFL teachers’ research leadership is
demonstrated implicitly or explicitly; explicit leadership is mainly about research
planning, decision-making, self-management (time management and conflict

management in particular) and research outcomes in terms of academic writing and
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funding application.

Third, three key factors shaping teachers’ research leadership development in
online communities are membership, teacher online engagement and learning
dynamics. In this research context,

1) Teacher autonomy, heterogeneity and diversity, as well as reciprocity and
collegiality feature the membership. Teacher (personal and professional) autonomy is
about voluntary participation and self-management; heterogeneity and diversity refer
to tertiary EFL teachers’ multiple needs, multiple roles and responsibilities, multi
disciplines and multi-levels of expertise; reciprocity and collegiality refer to the
interpersonal relationships of trust, mutual respect and mutual benefits.

2) Teacher online engagement takes the forms of self-interactions, interactions
with community members and interactions with the community: a) self-interactions
include observations, reflections and practices regarding academic reading and
writing; b) teachers’ interactions with community members take three forms, namely
formal, informal and non-formal interactions, among which theme-based seminars,
“Experts online” (“zhuanjia zaixian), collective reflections being formal; peer
feedback-giving, co-authorship and joint research programs being informal;
problem-based chatting and in-depth private dialogues being non-formal. The
interactions are exchanges of resources, behavior, beliefs, emotions, and values; and c)
teacher-community interactions are reciprocal. On the one hand, teachers contribute to
the community; on the other, teachers themselves are the beneficiaries of this
collaborative learning and research.

3) Learning dynamics that are safe and vital depend on people management and
organization management. Strategies employed to maintain the safety and vitality of
online research communities are as follows: a) conditional access and membership
(real-name registration, knock-out policy); b) collaborative decision-making; c)
participatory management. In addition, explicit goal setting, visualization of research

objectives and process as well as normalization of academic discourse promote the
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vitality of online CoPs.

The significance of this study is threefold: 1) Theoretically, the researcher
development framework and the online model of teacher research leadership
development were a contribution both to the Chinese and the international literature; 2)
Methodologically, the selection and application of netnography and auto-ethnography
was a bold and good attempt in light of the research questions and the nature of this
study, which can provide new insights for similar online research; and 3)
Pedagogically, the researcher development framework was tailored for the Chinese
context, which could in one way or another inform, inspire and empower Chinese
EFL teachers to develop as researchers. Its implications for teacher learning and
teacher professional development at large are significant. While this study was carried
out with language teachers, many of the findings are applicable to other subject areas
where growing emphasis is placed on the development of collaborative skills.

Key words: EFL teachers; research leadership; communities of practice (CoPs);
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