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Drawing on the literature about how a learning
community is emerged, developed, and sustained as
well as how i1t can be a useful concept for EFL
language teacher education and TESOL graduate
education, this monograph looks back on the efforts
and tensions that the author has experienced in
growing learning communities centering on the
Viewfinder experience. The Viewfinder Project was one
of the author’ s many attempts over the years to form
learning communities in my context for the purpose of
investigating learning in learning communities. Its
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importance is not just in the academic investigation
1tself but also providing rich experience before and
afterwards as members moving from individual learning
to collaboration and from local to global academic
communities. Three issues are under close
investigation: (1) Identity: What perceptions of the
self and what conditions are critical for the
individual to be fully engaged in learning activities
with other members in the LC? (2) Imagined community
vs. TESOL graduate education in an EFL context: To
what extent do members in a local TESOL LC' s see it
important to build connections with other language
educators and scholars from other countries? What
roles does the perception of imagined community and
participation in the larger international community
play in fulfilling learning experiences? And (3)
Growing learning communities on the university
campus: Based on experiences prior to and during the
Viewfinder project, what insights can be derived for
the growing and nurturing learning communities for
language teacher educators, language teachers, and
TESOL graduate students in the Taiwanese context?
The author wishes that the studies and discussion
presented here will further promote a better
understanding of LCs as a context for TESOL
professional development and graduate education.

learning communities, language teacher professional
development, TESOL graduate student education
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WORKING TITLE OF THE BOOK

The Viewfinder Project: Contextualizing TESOL Professional Development and Graduate School

Education in Inter-Connected Local and Global Learning Communities

ABSTRACT

The Viewfinder Project was one of the author’s many attempts over the years to form learning
communities in my context for the purpose of investigating learning in learning communities. Its importance
is not just in the academic investigation itself but also providing rich experience before and afterwards as
members moving from individual learning to collaboration and from local to global academic communities.
Drawing on the literature about how a learning community is emerged, developed, and sustained as well as
how it can be a useful concept for EFL language teacher education and TESOL graduate education, this
monograph looks back on the efforts and tensions that the author has experienced in growing learning
communities centering on the Viewfinder experience. Three issues are under close investigation: (1) ldentity:
What perceptions of the self and what conditions are critical for the individual to be fully engaged in learning
activities with other members in the LC? (2) Imagined community vs. TESOL graduate education in an EFL
context: To what extent do members in a local TESOL LC’s see it important to build connections with other
language educators and scholars from other countries? What roles does the perception of imagined community
and participation in the larger international community play in fulfilling learning experiences? And (3)
Growing learning communities on the university campus: Based on experiences prior to and during the

Viewfinder project, what insights can be derived for the growing and nurturing learning communities for
language teacher educators, language teachers, and TESOL graduate students in the Taiwanese context?

What follows in this report is the complete table of content and Chapter one: the Introduction. After the
introduction chapter, Chapter Two is an overview of related literature. Chapter Three is a discussion of
research methodology traditions, i.e., qualitative case study, narrative inquiry and self-study approaches.
Chapter Four are precursor experiences to the Viewfinder project, including graduate student group and
colleague groups, while Chapter Five are the Viewfinder Experiences before and after Leo van Lier’s visit. All
these experiences afford the opportunity to examine the three interconnected issues: identity construction,
imagined community, and growing learning communities. After all these, in addressing the research questions,
Chapter Six provides a discussion that goes across all the studies focusing on an in-depth discussion of
identity and community, imagined community in TESOL graduate education, and growing learning
communities on the university campus. Chapter Seven is the conclusion. The author wishes that the studies
and discussion presented here will further promote a better understanding of LCs as a context for TESOL
professional development and graduate education.

KEYWORDS

learning communities, language teacher professional development, TESOL graduate student education
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CHAPTER 1. LET THE STORY BEGIN

Over the past two decades, learning communities have been proposed as a useful framework to structure
language education. In addition to reflect a convergence of sociocltural theoretical perspective to language
teaching and learning, the learning community emphasis is also consistent with the essence of the currently
on-going digital revolution. Many so-called communities are now fostered by the modern communication
technology or are taken advantage of by businesses, using the combined functions of the Internet, mobile
devices, and all kinds of social network applications. With such widespread application of the term, the
meaning of community is often taken to mean only what its surface implies, i.e., the warm and nice feelings of
being together or simply interaction, losing what makes a learning community a learning community (LC).

Whether or not modern digital media are used, human interaction and relationships have to be the most
important catalyst of LC experiences. There have been many definitions to LCs, but a simple way to look at it
is a way to encourage learning through intense social networking and positive inter-dependence among
members (Luppicini, 2003). As one of the most widely discussed and applied concepts in LC, community of
practice is defined as, “... groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion for a topic,
and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (from the book,
“Cultivating Communities of Practice, p. 4). The sharing of concerns and on-going emphasis in the
relationship among members are particularly important. In Barab and Duffy’s definition (2000, p. 37),
common cultural and historical heritage, interdependent system, and reproduction cycle set the foundation for
sharing and the on-going nature of the community. For the community to be a learning community, having a
culture of learning as a part of its sense of community is particularly important. Without proper consensus that
is conducive to learning, it could easily lead to “cult of the Amateur” (Keen, 2008), “new digital disorder”
(Weinberger, 2007), “networked individualism” (Comunello, 2011) or being in a state of sharing of ignorance,
rather than bringing productive learning to all of the members. It is clear that a deeper understanding of how
learning is encouraged with learning communities and, for our purpose, how it is possible to structure and
encourage language teachers’ professional development is important.

The studies reported in this monograph came from many years of collaborative work. As an EFL
(English as a foreign language) teacher educator, | have been fascinated by the concept of learning community
since my Ph.D. dissertation study, which aimed to understand an online graduate course community (Chao,
2001). The study suggested that if a learning community runs well it could lead to fulfilling learning
experiences that are not possible with conventional methods, such as workshops or lectures. However,
learning in a community was also found to require the individual members meeting certain conditions. Table 1
below is the complete list of conditions found in the study, which highlight the interaction and relationship
between individual identity and a sense of community. For example, members have to feel just as capable and
interested as others in the LC; otherwise, the individual would not stay or gain benefits from the community.
From the community’s point of view, it would also have its limitations depending on what expertise is
available among the members. The list of conditions for individual and community-level engagement suggests
that much as the ideal of a learning community has often been taken as given, there are in fact many
challenges which need to be properly managed in order to gain the best benefits of the concept of learning
community.



Table 1. Conditions for individual to develop a sense of community
(Chao, 2001, p. 341)

1. The individual identifies him/herself with the community and perceives
meaningfulness in participation.

2. The individual considered learning, not socializing, as the priority of the
community.

3. The individual has as much control over the tasks as other members in
the community.

4. The individual manages to tap into the shared concerns and received
supportive and helpful responses from the community.

5. The individual is ready for and open to the learning opportunity or new
messages provided by the community, and the community is ready to
support the individual.

6. The individual is willing and able to articulate his/her needs openly.

My dissertation study has led to many years of experiencing, thinking, and researching LCs, particularly
in terms of the relationship between the individual and the interconnected and multiple levels of academic
communities of TESOL. In 2001 I returned from eight years of graduate study in the U.S and started my
career as an academia in Taiwan. | landed in a research university in Taiwan which was keen to earn a position
in the world-wide academic community. This is one of the earliest universities in Taiwan that require new
faculty members to promote themselves into tenure in six years’ time, and as the first cohort of faculty
members who were abided by this contract, | felt a lot of pressure albeit the other faculty members were
sympathetic and supportive. In 2004 my graduate-school friends G and V returned as well. Realizing our
common research interest in learning communities and our needs for support as junior faculty members in the
unfamiliar context of Taiwanese higher education at the time, we decided to work on joint research projects.
Calling ourselves the GVVC group, our goal was to understand learning communities as a means for language
teacher professional development through actually experiencing and constructing them.

We outlined a three-stage framework (Figure 1 below, taken from Chao, Lo, and Yeh, 2005): The first
stages involved us three language teacher educators and researchers working together in support of our own
professional development. The second stages required that each of us developed and examined one learning
community for teacher professional development in each of our contexts. The third stages involved a more
ambitious plan in which all three communities at the second stages were supposed to interact as a larger
learning community. Experiencing these three stages of learning community development in each of our three
contexts was expected to achieve a better understanding of learning communities as a model for language
teachers’ professional development and language education in general.
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As this project marched into tenth year of existence, much realization that is both consistent with and
different from our original expectations has been achieved. One of the most important insights is perhaps that
the original three linear stages of conception of LC implementation turned out be interactive and intertwined.
One clear example is the Viewfinder Project in the author’s context.

The Viewfinder Project was one of my many attempts to meet the second stage of assignment for the
GVC plan in my context. Its importance is not just the project itself but also the experiences before and
afterwards in providing new and in-depth understanding of how learning happens in a learning community.
Indeed, the Viewfinder Project can be said to be successful because it happened at right time when the
particular group of people were at the right stage of development, leading to Barab and Duffy’s definition of
community, i.e., “common cultural and historical heritage, interdependent system, and reproduction cycle set
the foundation for sharing and the on-going nature of the community” (2000, p. 37). It also turned out to be
more like a combination of the second and third stages of the GVC graph and an interesting manifestation of
the original plan. It was at first a graduate course on Self, Agency, and Identity, offered by the author with the
support from the late Professor Leo van Lier, whom the GVC group first met and took a course from at the
Summer Institute of Applied Linguistics in Penn State University in 2009. The Viewfinder team was
established to study and explore the concept of self, agency, and identity as it is applied to examining the
students’ own development as English language learners. In the two-semester course, all the members of the
Viewfinder team as a learning community were given many exciting learning opportunities, including
interacting with local and international scholars at important conferences such as AAAL, AILA, and SLW. For
all these wonderful learning opportunities, | am forever grateful to late Professor van Lier, all the members of
the Viewfinder team, and, last but not least, my buddies, G and V, in the GVC group.

The work presented in this monograph is the complete experiences before and during the first generation
of the Viewfinder team as well as lessons learned. With my research background and interest in CALL teacher
education in the context of emerging digital media, my purpose for this monograph also includes taking into
account the recent theoretical and technological revolutions as well as basing on a contextualized
understanding of Taiwanese researchers, practitioners, and graduate students in TESOL.

Drawing on the literature about how a learning community is designed, emerged, established, and
sustained as well as how it can be a useful concept for EFL language teacher education and adopting
qualitative case study, narrative and self study traditions, this monograph looks back on the efforts and
tensions that the author has experienced in growing and experiencing learning communities. Following my
dissertation study, this monograph is a further investigation into learning communities as they are situated in
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the unique Taiwanese academic context:

1. Identity: In addition to the six conditions that were identified in Chao (2000), what other conditions
might be critical for the individual to be fully engaged in learning activities with other members in the LC?

2. Imagined community and TESOL graduate education in an EFL context : To what extent do members in
the local TESOL LC’s see it important to build connections with other language educators and scholars from
other countries? What roles does the perception of imagined community play in fulfilling learning experiences
and participation in the larger international community?

3. Growing a learning community on the university campus: Based on the experiences before and during
the Viewfinder project, what insights can be derived for the growing and nurturing a learning community for
language teacher educators, language teachers, and TESOL graduate students in the Taiwanese context?

After this introduction chapter, Chapter Two is an overview of related literature. Chapter Three is a
discussion of research methodology traditions, i.e., qualitative case study, narrative inquiry and self-study
approaches. Chapter Four are precursor experiences to the Viewfinder project, including graduate student
group and colleague groups, while Chapter Five are the Viewfinder Experiences before and after Leo van
Lier’s visit. All these experiences afford the opportunity to examine the three interconnected issues: identity
construction, imagined community, and growing learning communities:

1. The Precursor Experiences: Chapter Four describes and discusses what had happened before the
Viewfinder team was formed. This is a series of activities that | intentionally engaged in with fellow
language educators and graduate student groups. The latter includes two graduate student groups at
different stages of their study, and the former are activities with interested colleagues at my university.
This chapter thus reports multiple case studies on the experiences of building a community for teacher
professional development and issues related to in relation to becoming a part of the learning
community.

2. The Viewfinder Team Experiences, including expecting and then interacting with Professor Leo van
Lier, are discussed in Chapter Five. Before the Viewfinder met with Professor van Lier, there were
months of preparations. These activities set the stage for what was to happen next. These activities
highlight the significance of imagined learning community| in graduate education context of TESOL in
Taiwan. As the Viewfinder team interacting with Professor Leo van Lier, the Viewfinder team and |
actually engaged in with fellow language educators and researchers, both domestically and
internationally. When we actually have the opportunity to work with a worldwide renowned researcher
and is given the opportunity to meet with the world, how does this experience impact the individuals
in seeing who we are?

After all these, in addressing the research questions, Chapter Six provides a discussion that goes across
all the studies focusing on an in-depth discussion of identity and community, imagined community in TESOL
graduate education, and growing learning communities on the university campus. Chapter Seven is the
conclusion. The author wishes that the studies and discussion presented here will further promote a better
understanding of LCs as a context for TESOL professional development and graduate education.

10
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