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PeerSpectives 
Issue 10
Established in 2008, PeerSpectives is an 
open access, quick turn around publication 
for all those interested in education in 
general and cutting edge or experimental 
practice in particular. PeerSpectives is 
published biannually, in Spring and 
Autumn.

The Journal seeks to encourage more 
peering (verb: to treat those we work with, 
teach, and learn from as peers and to 
value their points of view) and encourages 
contributions from educators, learning 
advisors, coaches, mentors and learners; 
aiming to empower each other to be better 
members of a global world.

Editorial
Carol Begg

On behalf of the PeerSpectives Editorial 
Team, welcome to Issue 10. From this 
issue we have two new additons: Danielle 
Fischer as Coeditor and David Faulhaber, 
who steps into the role of Copy Editor. 
Danielle will be taking over from Thomas 
Lockley who remains a Reader and 
invaluable consultant. Cheers, Tom and 
welcome to the PeerSpectives team, Dani 
and David. 

Following on from the innovations and 
exciting changes since Issue 9 - the 
updated website, ISSN number among 
others - you will have noticed that we have 
extended our gentrifications to 
PeerSpectives itself. 

When the Editorial Team were 
brainstorming ideas for our new look, the 
images we all agreed on were stepping 
stones and pathways: stepping stones into 

publishing for educators; following 
pathways to new ideas; exploring new 
avenues for learners, and, as always, 
helping our peers along these routes step-
by-step. 

We have an eclectic selection of papers in 
this issue encompassing practical 
classroom activities; how the growth we 
make in our personal lives can transform 
our teaching; a beginner-friendly formula 
for narrative analysis in the EFL 
classroom, and a couple of ways in which 
things that are familiar to us - such as 
video games or the Likert Scale - should 
be viewed with fresh eyes. Tim Murphey 
continues to explore his Muddle of the 
data and we have a Student view that we 
hope brings a “playful smile” to your face.

The PeerSpectives team welcomes 
comments and feedback. If you would like 
to submit a paper, make a comment or get 
involved, please get in touch (details 
below).

Enjoy PeerSpectives Issue 10. 
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Call for Papers
PeerSpectives differs from other journals in 
that we focus on short, practical articles 
from a wide range of contributors. We 
particularly welcome new or challenging 
ideas and reports of innovative practice. See 
our website for more details:

http://peerspectivesonline.org/

This is a double-blind, peer reviewed and 
negotiated publication; nothing is 
automatically accepted. All articles must 
meet APA standards

PeerSpectives is published biannually, in 
spring and autumn. The next submission 

deadline is June 15th.

Send attached files to
peerspectivesonline@gmail.com 
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Learning & teaching 
journeys

We teach who we 
are (becoming)
Ana Maria Ferreira Barcelos

“My real concern was and is philosophic: 
not what we do or what we ought to do, 
but what happens to us over and above 
our wanting and doing” (Gadamer, 1989, 

p.xxviii, my emphasis).

Abstract
In this short article, I talk about how 
changes in my personal life have led to 
changes in my teaching. Starting from the 
assumption that “we teach who we 
are” (Palmer, 1998), I reflect on how my 
teaching has changed due to personal 
transformations. Drawing on insights from 
different authors in several areas such as 
Social Sciences and Education (Bache, 
2008; Brown, 2012; Claxton, 2008; Day, 
2007; Morris, 2012; Palmer, 1998), I 
highlight three main areas in which my 
teaching has changed as a result of the 
person that I am becoming: a) playfulness 
and improvisation; b) creativity and risk-
taking; and c) mindful teaching.

In her new book Daring Greatly, Brené 
Brown (2012) states:

Who we are and how we engage with the 
world are much stronger predictors of how 

our children will do than what we know 
about parenting (Chapter 7, Section 1, 

parag. 1).

Reading this quote made me wonder if I 
could say the same thing about teaching: 
“Who we are and how we engage with the 
world (and with teaching) are much 

stronger predictors of how our students will 
do than what we know about teaching and 
techniques.” I think I can. As Palmer 
(1998) puts it: “we teach who we are” (p. 
2). The author explains that good teaching 
involves knowing not only our students 
and our subjects well, but also ourselves. 
He goes on to say that if we do not know 
ourselves well, we cannot know either our 
students or the subject. According to him, 
“the human heart is the source of good 
teaching” (p. 3). I could not agree more.

This book has taught me that we teach 
from our integrity and we cannot fake 
teaching; that is, pretend to be one kind of 
teacher that we are not at our core. I 
remember when I started teaching I 
believed I had to be like my past teachers 
or others at the department. They were 
stricter and I felt that I was not; I felt that I 
was “softer”, if I can say this. I did not 
know this back then (now I see that I was 
trying to teach from my heart) but felt 
compelled sometimes to try to fit in. There 
is no other way of being a teacher than 
being yourself, and that is why we are so 
vulnerable. As Palmer (1998) says, 
“teaching is a daily exercise in 
vulnerability” (p. 17). This is because in 
teaching we deal with uncertainties, 
complexities, messiness, ambiguity, 
feelings, and emotions—all of which make 
us so vulnerable and afraid of failing, not 
knowing, and not connecting to students.

I would also dare to say that we teach who 
we are being and what we are discovering 
in our personal lives. I am saying this 
because my teaching, as well as the way I 
now see teaching and myself as a teacher, 
have been transformed because of 
changes in my personal life. In recent 
years my life has unveiled in a way that 
has shown me love in different ways. 
Being in love, resisting loving, letting go, 
giving a chance to love, learning to accept 
love in my heart have all been recent 
lessons. Love has transformed me and 
helped me learn more about love and 
about myself. As I have become more 
open to life and love, so have my interests 
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and my openness to creativity and different 
ideas in teaching. It is funny how certain 
articles and books just fall into my life and 
help me realize these transformations in 
my teaching. The personal transformations 
give rise to new ideas and new readings, 
which in turn feed back into my teaching, 
and this also makes me see myself as a 
different person. Throughout the past five 
years, my teaching has been undergoing a 
series of transformations which I describe 
below.

1. Playfulness and improvisation
I have transitioned from a teacher who has 
always had a ready syllabus on the first 
day of class (and would panic and feel bad 
if I did not have one) to a teacher who has 
learned that it is OK not to have the 
syllabus ready on the first day; I now opt to 
get to know students, brainstorm with 
them, vent some ideas, see what they 
think, then talk to them about it. As Morris 
(2012) suggests, I said “yes” and 
“and” (the two rules when improvising with 
others: confirm what they say and add 
something) to telling a different story by 
allowing myself to improvise and go with 
the flow. As I relaxed more into being and 
accepting the person that I am, I have also 
become more playful. This has led me to 
look for ways to have a more relaxed and 
fun class as well. I have added affirmation 
songs (Murphey, 2007); action logs and 
newsletters with students; articles and 
texts that helped them and me to reflect 
about language learning; and have really 
listened to and given students more 
choices of activities in classes. More 
recently in my graduate classes, I have 
given myself permission to think outside 
the box and have asked students to do the 
same. One specific example was asking 
them to respond to an academic article in 
any way they wanted to: using poems, 
plays, drawings, music, etc. One of the 
groups outdid themselves and produced 
this wonderful parody of the song “Dancing 
Queen” by ABBA, now called “Learning 
Queen” (see YouTube: http://youtu.be/
Z6NDvaWv6K0). These actions (and 

through the feedback I got from students) 
have helped me feel like a much more 
confident, relaxing, and fun teacher in my 
eyes.

2. Creativity and risk-taking
I have transitioned from a teacher who had 
always given tests to a teacher who has 
started experimenting with not having any 
tests in favor of alternative forms of 
assessment such as learning projects, 
reading books on self-esteem with 
students, and helping them explore their 
own learning processes by inviting them to 
write and share their language learning 
histories. Creativity is all about taking risks. 
Becoming a better teacher involves the 
willingness to “let ourselves fail,” as Morris 
(2012) put it. When you risk more, you run 
the risk of making mistakes, and thus, you 
have more chances to learn more and 
succeed—contrary to the belief I used to 
have that I had to avoid any mistakes and 
to be right. When I allowed myself to play 
more, things became more fun and more 
relaxing. This increased the chances of 
more flow and more interesting ideas for 
my classes, especially in terms of co-
constructing the classes with my students 
and allowing our creativity to emerge in 
our interactions. Being more relaxed also 
helped me to wonder and read more about 
other areas, which contributed to my 
personal journeys and thus, to my 
teaching.

3. Mindful teaching
I have transitioned from a teacher who 
was so worried with following the plan and 
getting to the end of class to a teacher 
who now tries to be in the here and now of 
classes (Author, 2010; Schoeberlein, 
2009) and more “present”; that is, mindful 
of teaching moments, epiphanies, and 
WOW of teaching (cf. Murphey, 2012). As 
a result, I have started thinking of students 
before the semester starts—before 
actually seeing them in class. Bache 
(2008) calls this a course field: “The 
energetic field that holds the cumulative 
learning experience of all the students who 
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have ever taken the course with this 
professor” (p. 54). According to him, a 
course field begins weeks before the 
classes really start (when students are 
choosing their courses and registering for 
them). When I read this quote and this 
book, my approach to my classes started 
changing. Now, I usually send students a 
welcome email as soon as I know who has 
registered for classes. Before starting a 
new semester, I also do a special 
meditation on my classes, setting an 
intention for all of us to learn together and 
have a prolific semester. More recently, I 
have started experimenting using a 5-
minute meditation in the beginning of 
classes. I first dim the light (our classes 
are at night) and play some relaxing music 
in the background. Then I ask students to 
sit comfortably in their chairs, close their 
eyes, relax, and take three deep breaths. 
After that, I guide them either through a 
body scan or some mental imagery of nice 
relaxing places, or through a gratitude or 
loving mediation, all of which I am learning 
myself by reading and listening to several 
meditation books and webinars1. When 
we finish, I sometimes ask students how 
they feel, or ask them to share their 
comments on the short meditation with 
their colleagues. We then start the class. I 
am not a meditation teacher and I am not 
suggesting here that every language 
teacher should become one. What I have 
done with students is what I am learning 
myself. I am learning to meditate: to sit still 
and let thoughts come and go. It is great 
that I can do this with them since it is a 
practice for all of us. As the saying goes, 
we teach what we need to learn.

The first time I did this, students seemed 
to like it, as we can see in excerpts from 

their action logs2 below:

With the meditation, everything seems 
easier and thus I can pay more attention 

to class, better enjoy the moment with the 
teacher, my colleagues and take more 
advantage of the teachings in class.

The meditations have been very 
interesting for me since many times I 

come to class exhausted thinking of many 
problems and this moment brings me 
peace and tranquility to continue. The 
classes become more pleasant and 

attractive. 

I believe all teachers should do this for I 
feel more motivated for classes after the 

meditation. We could have more time of it 
though (about 10 min).

As we can see from these excerpts3, 
students feel more relaxed and more 
peaceful with this “quiet time”, as we called 
it, at the very beginning of classes. They 
also feel they are able to enjoy classes 
with more motivation. For me as a teacher, 
as well, it has been a great moment to 
become more present to the class and to 
my students.

Thus, in this moment, I am teaching who I 
am becoming. I am becoming more 
relaxed, more present, more in tune with 
my teaching self, my students, and my 
subject. I have become more accepting of 
being in the moment of chaos, of not 
knowing, but also of opening up spaces for 
self-learning, for (self) exploring, for 
curiosities and for modeling those attitudes 
in class for my students. As Claxton (2008) 
states, “Minds are contagious,” and, “one 
of the most powerful influences teachers 
can have . . . is not so much what they are 
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1 The Chopra Center (http://www.facebook.com/ChopraMeditation) offers a 21-day-meditation challenge twice a year for free available to anyone who has an 

internet connection. I’ve done this 3 times and it is amazing.

2 The original excerpts were written in Portuguese and translated into English by the author of this paper.

3 Eleven students wrote their opinions and there was no comment that was negative. The only comments were that we should have more time, that we could have 

yoga mats (since they cannot feel very comfortable in those chairs, and I agree). Another student said that she had difficulty visualizing what I was suggesting in 

the guided meditation.  Despite its success, this semester in 2013, (with the same group), when I started the first class with an intention meditation, I noticed that 

one student did not really participate. I sensed he was not enjoying it. I have decided to ask give them a choice to arrive 20 min before class and I will be there to 

guide them through a meditation. I felt this would be a way of letting them choose to participate or not.



teaching, but what learning characteristics 
they are modeling as they do so” (parag. 
16).

The path of becoming a teacher more in 
tune with my heart has been influenced 
first by changes in my personal life, which 
in turn triggered my search for different 
reading topics and books that have 
inspired my teaching. In visualizing a 
different self and a different identity for 
myself, I have begun to risk and explore 
more and have started becoming a 
teacher more in tune with myself, my 
passions, and most importantly, my heart! 
Teaching is, after all, a work of heart! Or, 
as Palmer (1998) puts it: “The human 
heart is the source of good teaching” (p. 
3).

As my personal journey goes on, so does 
my reading on topics such as the art of 
possibility and positive change (Zander & 
Zander, 2000), the passion for teaching 
(Day, 2007), mindful teaching 
(Schoeberlein, 2009), the living classroom 
(Bache, 2008) and cultivating learning 
dispositions (Claxton, 2008), to name just 
a few, that have taught me so much about 
living with complexity. I am not referring 
necessarily to chaos theory (though it 
could be that, too) but mainly to 
contemplative states of mind and 
consciousness that have helped me 
realize learning and teaching are also “not 
knowing” and “not thinking too 
hard” (Claxton, 2008); they embrace the 
possibility of other ways of knowing and 
learning that are more intuitive, loving, 
playful, and most importantly, closer to our 
hearts and souls. 

In becoming more open to life, love, and 
emotions, I have started to experience 
more flow in my teaching and in my 
research as well: expressing my voice and 
allowing myself to write in a different tone, 
and not being afraid to express my views 
and really let my most profound heartfelt 
desires come to the fore, as has happened 
with this article.  Now I look for 
opportunities and invitations around me to 

expand myself as a human being and as a 
(language) teacher. As I do that for myself, 
I also do it with my students. This is the 
kind of teacher I am becoming. What kind 
of teacher are you becoming?

As a transitional being, I find myself in the 
process of awakening, evolving, and 
becoming a teacher who is more aware of 
herself and of others. One of the most 
important lessons I have been learning is 
that love and passion are not forbidden 
words in EFL teaching, for teaching is a 
work of love. But what’s love got to do with 
it? Ah, that is a topic for another article—
and for more contemplation. 
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Learner views
Action Research Student Case Study
Students were offered the choice to do an 
interview or to teach a song to someone in 
the Sogo III class: Change the world: One 
playful smile at a time in order to write up a 
case study.  All case studies were 
collected and put into a class publication 
and all students given a copy (contact 
PeerSpectives editors, if you would like 
one). Below is a sample: 

My “young & strong 
& beautiful” father
Misaki Kamoda

I chose my father, Masami to teach a song 
that I learned in class. He is 55 years old, 
and he works at a publishing company. I 
chose him for this teaching assignment 
because he looks tired recently, and also, 

he likes to study but dislikes studying 
English. So, I wanted him to be relaxed 
and enjoy learning English with the song.

I selected “Are you young?” because I 
think that the lyric is so fantastic. And I 
believe that the melody of the song makes 
him relax. When I heard this song in class 
at first, I felt happy and comfortable. The 
lyric is “Young and strong and beautiful, I'm 
living an adventure, the world's so 
fascinating, it makes me wanna cry”. It is 
long but it’s easy to remember, I think.

First of all, I told him about this assignment 
and I sang the song, "Are you young?”, for 
him. After that, I taught the meaning of the 
words. He looked embarrassed but he 
said, “Interesting! I'll try to remember with 
words meanings.” I was glad to hear that. 
He seemed happy while singing the song, 
so I asked him to sing with me. We sang 
this song together at that time, and 
enjoyed it! The next day, I asked him, "Are 
you young?” and, he said only one line, 
“Young and strong and beautiful”. He 
forgot the other lines but he remembered 
the melody so he hummed it. So, I taught 
him the lyric again. He tried to memorize 
the song again. And I suggested that he 
sing it on the train (of course not out loud!) 
or at break time at his company. The next 
day, I asked him, "Are you young?” 
suddenly, he sang the song and he could 
sing all of it. Two days later, he asked me, 
"Do you have another song or thing you 
learned in your class?" I was surprised that 
he asked but I was really happy to hear 
that. And I taught him how to juggle. I 
made balls with old newspapers and 
showed my juggling. He looked like he 
was having fun! He could juggle soon, so I 
said, "Try to juggle and sing the song you 
memorized." On starting his singing, the 
balls dropped on the floor. But he looked 
like he was having so much fun and was 
so happy.

After I taught this song to him, he doesn't 
look so tired. He has succeeded to learn 
how to juggle! And I’m really happy that he 
is interested in learning English. In 
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addition, he taught my mother how to 
juggle too, and she is also smiling. This 
time, I found that songs make us happy, 
not only the person who was taught it, but 
also people surrounded by the person. 
And teaching something also makes 
people happy!! Therefore I think songs and 
teaching can change the world!

Pre-publishing ideas
This is an abridged version of a paper that 
looks at the use of narrative analysis in the 
English language learning classroom. The 
full paper is a work in-progress and the 
author welcomes comments from the 
PeerSpectives readership. 

donald-p@kanda.kuis.ac.jp

Notes towards a 
practical system of 
narrative analysis
Donald Patterson

If your students are like mine, they’ve 
probably written a million summaries this 
year and have had more comprehension 
questions thrown at them than they could 
shake a stick at. No doubt these are useful 
things to do, but recently I have been 
wanting to provide them with different 
ways to analyze texts and, in particular, 
stories. I would like them to get away from 
merely hunting for answers, only skimming 
the surface of the text. 

Japanese, Chinese, and Korean university 
students come to class with years of 
experience of dealing with grammar at the 
sentence level. What I propose to do is 
build on this knowledge to give them the 
tools to analyze texts at the narrative level. 
My hope is that by examining narrative 

structure they may come to a better 
understanding of the content itself.

As a starting point in the development of 
these tools, I draw on the ideas of 
semiotician Roland Barthes (1977) and his 
essay Introduction to the Structural 
Analysis of Narratives. In the essay 
Barthes explains that narratives share “a 
common structure which is open to 
analysis” (1977, p. 80). He then proceeds 
to spell out a linguistic structural model.

Barthes begins by distinguishing the 
smallest meaningful narrative unit. He 
states that “meaning must be the criterion 
of the unit” (Barthes, 1977, p. 88). This 
minimal unit of content is referred to as a 
functional unit. He then breaks the 
functional units into sub-types depending 
on how they function. 

In simple terms, those functional units that 
signify states of being are called “indices”. 
Indices are the details of a story that 
develop character traits or setting, but 
which are inconsequential to plot 
development. They are further divided into 
two types: “Indices proper” act as 
indicators of such things as “character…, a 
feeling, an atmosphere…or a philosophy,” 
while “informants” serve to “identify, to 
locate in time and space” (Barthes, 1977, 
p. 96). 

Functions, on the other hand, represent 
states of action. They are also divided into 
two types: The ones that are consequential 
to the development of the narrative, 
Barthes calls “cardinal functions,” or 
“nuclei”; and those more ornamental 
functions, the ones that occur 
consecutively between cardinal functions, 
he calls “catalysers”.

At the outset, all of these labels may 
appear confusing, so let’s consider a 
familiar example from literature, in this 
case the opening lines of the well-known 
folk tale “Little Red Riding Hood” (Lang & 
Ford, 1891, p.51):
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Once upon a time there lived in a certain 
village a little country girl, the prettiest 
creature who was ever seen. Her mother 
was excessively fond of her; and her 
grandmother doted on her still more. This 
good woman had a little red riding hood 
made for her. It suited the girl so extremely 
well that everybody called her Little Red 
Riding Hood.

One day her mother, having made some 
cakes, said to her, "Go, my dear, and see 
how your grandmother is doing, for I hear 
she has been very ill….”

Not surprisingly, the first paragraph in 
setting the scene and introducing the main 
character is entirely indicial. The phrases 
“[o]nce upon a time” and “in a certain 
village” are indices of the informant variety 
as they locate the story in time and space, 
albeit vaguely. The rest of the paragraph is 
rich in indices proper, which serve to 
indicate the youth, beauty, vulnerability 
and goodness of the girl, all qualities which 
will later be contrasted with those of the 
big bad wolf. Then the second paragraph 
introduces our first cardinal function: The 
mother’s request for the girl to visit her 
grandmother sets the story in motion.

It is unclear how students will react to 
these labels; a degree of scaffolding will 
certainly be required to turn them into 
useful tools for analyzing narrative 
structure. However, my hope is that the 
students’ extensive knowledge of grammar 
will help make them seem somewhat 
intuitive. 

My next step is to devise a systematic way 
of applying them that is interesting. Some 
possibilities include creating word maps of 
the indices, particularly the indices proper, 
in order to do character studies; or 
creating flow charts of the cardinal 
functions and their catalysers to show how 
they form sequences. I am particularly 
excited about the role such systems could 
play in showing students the patterns that 
recur within literary genres. 

This is still very much a work in progress 
and I would be interested in hearing how 
other teachers have incorporated literature 
into their EFL classes and the approaches 
their classes have used in analyzing texts. 
In turn, I hope to report positive results as I 
begin the experiment of putting these 
ideas into practice and my students 
become budding narratologists.
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Working towards 
more sensitive 
perception data: The 
hot cold scale
Thomas Lockley

The Likert scale has a long and 
distinguished history of aiding researchers 
and academics to collect data. Invented by 
Rensis Likert in the 1930s, it requires 
research participants to rate the extent of 
their beliefs, attitudes, or feelings towards 
the object of research. The scales often 
comprise 5 points (although many 
authorities, for example Dörnyei, advocate 
a 6-point scale) and range from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree or similar.

The use of Likert scales is so ubiquitous 
that it is rarely challenged; indeed, many 
studies defend and promote them above 
other data collection options such as the 
Thurstone scale (see, for example, 
Waples, Weyhrauch, Connell, & 
Cylberston, 2010; Croasmun & 

Ostrom, 2011). However, this author is 
also not alone in believing there is a 
problem with Likert scales; when being 

used to measure perceptions or feelings, 
they are unable to do so accurately. What 
is meant by this statement is that, for 
example, bad to a certain degree for one 
respondent may have a totally different 
meaning for another. Without some kind of 
norming or standardization of participants’ 
feelings there is no way of really knowing 
whether the participants are 
communicating the same feeling to the 
same degree. The data, then, is flawed; as 
Woltz, Gardner, Kircher, and Burrow-
Sanchez (2012, p. 995) found, “Common 
frequency response scales and scoring 
methods should not be taken to reflect 
equal intervals of actual frequency.” 
However, researchers (this author 
included) have continued to use the Likert 
scale regardless as there seems to be no 
obviously better replacement available.

After a lot of thought about this over the 
last few years during a research project on 
measuring student self-perceptions, this 
author started to look for alternatives and 
came across the visual analog scale 
(VAS). The VAS involves marking a cross 
on a line to indicate feelings or 
perceptions. It has normally been used in 
medicine for patients to indicate their 
degree of pain to a practitioner; the author 
was unable to find any specific instances 
of it being used in published social-science 
research beyond the experimental phase.

While the VAS renders, in many ways, 
similar data to the Likert scale, it does 
allow that data to be somewhat more 
sensitively collected. Instead of five- or six-
set points it can allow unlimited grading 
and these can be printed on the scale 
(Figure 1) or not (Figure 2). Funke and 
Reips (2012, p. 322), using a 0-250 
graded scale, found that “VASs allow 
respondents to communicate subjective 
values more exactly” and “a small number 
of response options implicitly conveys the 
message that roughly estimated answers 
are sufficient, whereas a large number of 
response options can be understood as an 
instruction to maximize cognitive efforts.” 
In their study, statistical correlations were 
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significantly higher with VASs when 
compared to 5-point Likert scales.

Figure 1. A Visual Analog Scale with 
numbers (Chatterjee, 2008).

Figure 2. A Visual Analog Scale without 
numbers (Cox & Davison, 2005).

However, the VAS as it is would seem to 
suffer from similar drawbacks to the Likert 
scale; for example, what is painful for one 
person may be nothing to someone else. 
Past experience, age, knowledge of pain, 
and many other factors come into the 
equation for the individual concerned. 
There is no conclusive evidence to say 
that the VAS is superior to the Likert scale, 
either. Couper, Tourangeau, Conrad and 
Singer (2006) found the VAS was no more 
accurate than other scales and, in fact, to 
be deficient in that it took longer for 
participants to complete and had high 
rates of missing data. On the other hand, 
Funke and Reips (2012) found the 
opposite; VASs in their study maximized 
the precision of answers and provided 
better data. They did not find any 
differences in mean, a higher dropout rate, 
more nonresponses, or higher response 
times. 

Clearly the jury is out on whether the VAS 
is better than the Likert scale or other 
alternatives, and more research needs to 
be done. However, if the VAS can be 
improved to provide an easily-
standardized measure—hence rendering 
improved and stronger data—then it could 
possibly provide a clearly-better instrument 
than other scales.

Effectively and easily norming a research 
population is a challenge; much data is 
collected in a hurry and researchers do not 
want to take up too much participant time 
for fear of wearing them out or losing them 
entirely. A standard norming session might 
take hours and is clearly not practical in 
most circumstances. But what kind of 
phenomenon does everyone know of and 
understand implicitly? What kind of 
measurement is everyone in the world 
familiar with? Temperature: hot and cold. 
Everyone in the world is, at least to a 
certain extent, able to conceive of hot and/
or cold and how they would feel about 
them—as long as the temperatures are 
kept within human experience. It doesn’t 
matter that heat is experienced differently 
by different people as they will all know the 
emotion “I am cold” even if the 
temperature at which people will actually 
feel this differs for Inuit and Bedouin. 
Furthermore, association of pale blue-like 
colours with coolness and red/orange/
yellow-like colours with heat are cross-
cultural due to the common human 
experience of seasons, weather, water and 
sun; not only a sensual scale but a 
visually-representative scale is also 
possible if colours are used.

It seems to this writer that the strongest 
points of the VAS—greater precision of 
data and wider range of scale, combined 
with the concept of hot and cold—might 
provide a solution to the problem of 
norming a population easily and quite 
possibly provide better and more-precise 
data for social-science research purposes. 
While this idea has not been tested on a 
formal research population, it has been 
piloted with individuals—both students and 
faculty—and so far it seems that everyone 
has been able to conceptually understand 
and use the hot and cold scale (HCS) 
easily. It does, however, need some 
refining before it can be formally piloted in 
full-scale trials.

The issue is how to refine it: what figures, 
if any, should be included? For example, 
using degrees centigrade 0-100 seemed 
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like a good idea at first, but actually 100 
degrees is not a comfortable temperature 
and neither is 0. One end of the scale 
needs to be comfortable and one end 
uncomfortable for the data to render 
positive and negative feelings. Perhaps 
+25 degrees -25 degrees might work 
better, but this still feels not quite right. 
Maybe colours alone might be a better 
option?

The purpose of writing this article is, in 
short, to appeal for collaborators in 
developing this scale. Clearly it will need a 
good deal of work to refine, but the goal of 
better and more accurate perception data 
is surely a noble one. 

Anyone who would like to work with the 
author on this should contact him directly 
at the following email address:

lockleyta@gmail.com
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Using blog post 
challenges
Tamatha Roman

Abstract 

This article examines the use of blog post 
challenges in an English language 
classroom. Based on the course, Japan’s 
Environmental Impact, students were 
asked to complete environmental 
challenges outside of the classroom: 
activities to be completed on their own 
time as a way to bridge lessons with real-
world experiences. Additionally, students 
were required to reflect on their experience 
by posting on a class blog on Tumblr. This 
extended classroom learning provided 
students with a chance to use content-
focused English outside the classroom and 
develop autonomous learning skills, as 
well as allowed the teacher to informally 
assess the effectiveness of her lessons. 
Through the challenges, it was found that 
students were able to apply what they 
learned in class to the challenges, 
increasing their self-motivation and 
willingness to evaluate their environmental 
footprint.
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Introduction
Teaching English as a foreign language, 
especially in a monolingual country like 
Japan, can be a challenge in that students 
rarely get the opportunity to speak English 
outside of the classroom. Without the 
necessity of using the language on a daily 
basis, it is easy to see the walls of the 
classroom as the only place to practice 
speaking. However, the classroom alone 
cannot completely emulate the outside 
world, and often lacks the kind of 
spontaneity that occurs when people 
interact in their natural settings. Therefore, 
a key responsibility of teachers is to enrich 
students’ learning process by connecting 
the knowledge and skills acquired in the 
classroom to situations that arise outside 
of the classroom.

Some ways to do this include bringing in 
guest speakers, using authentic materials 
(such as movies or music) or organizing 
field trips. Another way involves promoting 
extended classroom learning—a form of 
homework or task that students complete 
on their own time outside of the classroom
—which has relevance to the real world. 
This type of learning can be beneficial for 
both teachers and students. It allows 
teachers to assess the impact and student 
comprehension of their lessons. For 
students, extended classroom learning can 
solidify their learning, as they can make 
real-life connections. Furthermore, 
extended classroom learning encourages 
students to have personal control over 
their experiences and complete tasks on 
their own accord, leading to an increase in 
motivation and self-reflection.

Blog Challenges
This article will focus on one form of 
extended classroom learning used in my 
third-year, university-level course in the 
International Communication department 
at Kanda University of International 
Studies. Students in this course had 
advanced English skills, having already 
taken prerequisite courses in Reading, 

Writing, International Communication, and 
Media English. The course was entitled 
Japan’s Environmental Impact, a content 
elective focused on developing students’ 
knowledge on environmental issues that 
affect the university, Japan, and the world 
as a whole. The class centered on three 
action projects; as a supplement to the 
course and a form of extended classroom 
learning, I decided to assign something I 
called blog post challenges, which 
corresponded with the environmental 
content of the course.

The concept of challenges (specifically 
environmental challenges) was taken from 
the Otesha Book’s Teacher Menu (2006), 
an environmental workbook designed to 
engage and empower students to take 
action toward a sustainable future. Each 
topic of the workbook—such as water, 
media, and coffee—offers up a challenge 
for students to do in or outside of the 
classroom. For example, one challenge 
asks students to “wear an outfit that is logo 
and leather-free.” Inspired by this 
workbook, I decided to incorporate similar 
environmental challenges for my own 
course.

Students were assigned a bi-weekly 
environment challenge based on the class 
material. The class topics were disposable 
waste, oceanic resources, clothing, and 
cosmetics. Therefore, some challenges I 
used included the following:

1) Do not use plastic bottles, plastic bags, 
or disposable chopsticks for one week.

2) Do not eat any living products from the 
ocean for one week.

3) Carry the garbage you accumulate for 
24 hours.

4) Wear no makeup to class on Tuesday.

Students completed the challenge on their 
time, by a certain due date. If they felt 
uncomfortable with the challenge, or could 
not fully succeed in doing it, they were 
asked to reflect on why it was 
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unsuccessful. The challenges offered a 
good opportunity for my students to pay 
attention to their own environmental 
impact and to reinforce the English that 
was taught in the classroom. That is, 
students would reuse learned vocabulary, 
build new genre-specific vocabulary 
through completing the challenges, 
engage in English conversations about the 
challenges, and use critical-thinking skills 
to write English reflections on the 
challenges.

After completing the challenge, students 
were then required to blog about their 
experience on our class Tumblr page.4 
This specific blogging site was chosen as 
it is free and offers a simple interface that 
is easy to teach to English students of all 
levels. In addition, students are not 
required to sign-up for an account with 
Tumblr. In my case, students simply added 
their blog entry by replying to the actual 
challenge post itself, created by me. If 
technology is not readily accessible, 
teachers may choose to have their 
students complete reflections in a written 
journal.

Students were asked to reflect upon the 
challenge, whether it was a success or a 
failure, based on a number of questions 
that I provided. Some questions included: 
Was the challenge difficult or easy? What 
did you learn from completing this 
challenge? What do you think this 
challenge says about Japan’s 
environmental impact? Based on what you 
learned from this challenge, what can we 
do about its related environmental issues? 
As I did, the teacher may also provide a 
word limit, or a requirement to read other 
students’ blog entries.

Assessment is another option with the 
reflections. Teachers may choose to 
develop a rubric for the written responses, 
evaluating grammar, content, or use of 
new classroom vocabulary. In my case, I 
felt uncomfortable formally grading blog 

entries for two reasons: First, the 
challenge blogs were meant to be a 
supplement to the class material, which 
was already graded on other factors. 
Therefore, I saw the challenges as a way 
to encourage autonomous learning without 
the pressure of assessment. Second, 
although I did not formally offer a rubric or 
assess the entries, certain benchmarks 
were expected. Students were required to 
write a certain number of words per blog 
entry. In addition, I took note of common 
mistakes I saw throughout each week and 
used them as mini grammar-lessons in the 
actual classroom. I also individually 
commented on each blog entry, noting 
grammatical, organizational, or content-
related errors.

Results
One school year after its launch and 44 
students later, the environmental blog 
challenges were a great success. The 
successes were twofold. First, students 
made connections from the classroom to 
these outside challenges. As they reflected 
on whether their challenges were 
successful or not, students used class 
material (i.e. vocabulary, documentary 
clips, jigsaw readings) and critical thinking 
skills to support and contrast the ideas in 
their entries. Furthermore, English 
discussions were sparked in and outside 
of the classroom as to what was learned 
through completing the challenges. 
Second, students wrote with passion. 
Even students who were quite introverted 
in class found a voice within the class 
blog. It is sometimes difficult as a teacher 
to grasp whether or not the class material 
is critically understood by your students. 
However, in allowing time for reflection, I 
have come to realize that students are 
more perceptive than they may seem in 
class.

Of course, challenges can be created for 
other contexts. Teachers can connect most 
contexts, topics, and student levels to 
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extended learning activities. But whatever 
the context, the concept of extended 
classroom can have positive outcomes. 
With so little time spent in the classroom, 
many students want and need the extra 
time to use their second language in a 
productive manner. Although they may 
seem like homework, challenges can be a 
fun, almost competitive way to enrich the 
classroom experience and create long-
term connections between what students 
learn in the classroom and other parts of 
their lives.
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Teachers’ aversion to 
video games in 
language learning 
despite 
neuroscientific 
support
Tom Gorham & Jon Gorham

Before he was elected to multiple terms as 
a widely popular mayor of London, British 
MP Boris Johnson (2006), proclaimed that 
video games were rotting the brains of 
young people, stunting the development of 
their literacy skills, and causing them to 
“become like blinking lizards, motionless, 
absorbed, only the twitching of their hands 
showing they are still conscious. [The 
video games] teach them nothing. They 
stimulate no ratiocination, discovery or feat 
of memory” (para. 5). The only evidence 
that he offered to support this conclusion 
was one recent experience where he 
observed a lone 11-year-old playing a 
game about Vikings. His advice to parents 
was to smash their children’s video game 
consoles with a sledgehammer and “strike 
a blow for literacy” (para. 13). 

Near the end of 2012, New York’s Museum 
of Modern Art (MoMA) announced that it 
had acquired over a dozen video games 
that would form the base of a new and 
growing collection of digital games that 
would be installed in its Philip Johnson 
Galleries in early 2013. In explaining why 
MoMA had made this decision, Antonelli 
(2012) described the selected games as:

outstanding examples of interactional 
design [wherein] the scenarios, rules, 

stimuli, incentives, and narratives 
envisioned by the designers come alive in 
the behaviors they encourage and elicit 
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from the players, whether individual or 
social. A purposefully designed video 

game can be used to train and educate, 
to induce emotions, to test new 

experiences, or to question the way things 
are and envision how they might be. 

(para. 3-6)

The following day after this announcement 
was made, another voice emerged, 
echoing Johnson’s contempt for video 
games. Art critic Jonathan Jones (2012), 
opined that digital games are not really art. 
While it is not particularly surprising to find 
an art critic criticizing art, it is worth noting 
the flippant derision that he leveled at 
scholars who would dare to even consider 
video games, describing them as 
“individuals or institutions who are almost 
certainly too old, too intellectual, and too 
dignified to really be playing at this 
stuff” (para. 1), and raising the question, 
“what was a professor doing playing all 
these games?” (para. 2). 

As it turns out, if one takes the time to look 
at the empirical evidence, there are many 
reasons why teachers should be educating 
themselves about video games and their 
academic applications. This includes both 
explicitly educational games, as well as 
commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) games, 
too (Van Eck, 2006). For example, Shaffer 
(2006) speaks extensively about a variety 
of epistemic games that help people learn. 
Kahne, Middaugh, & Evans (2009) report 
that “teens who have civic gaming 
experiences, such as helping or guiding 
other players . . . report much higher levels 
of civic and political engagement than 
teens who do not have these kinds of 
experiences” (p. 30). Hirumi (2010) gives 
multiple examples of how video games 
can be used to meet curriculum standards, 
including those set by the National Council 
of Teachers of English (NCTE) and the 
International Reading Association (IRA). 

From 2000-2006, the Provincial Institute 
for Educational Research, Training and 
Experimentation conducted a large-scale 
study in Italy to see if video game-based 

learning could help to counter regional 
problems that primary and secondary 
students were experiencing in 
mathematics and Italian. More than 1,000 
teachers and over 10,000 students 
participated in the study, designing video 
games, playing them, and sharing the 
games and the related best practices. At 
the end of the project, they found that the 
difference between the experimental group  
and the control group was highly 
statistically significant. Learning with 
games greatly increased the students’ 
motivation and their learning outcomes in 
mathematics and L1 language practice 
(Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe, 
2009b).

After conducting a meta-analysis of the 
use of video games and simulations within 
the context of computer assisted language 
learning (CALL), Peterson (2010) 
concluded that the data “provides 
compelling evidence that participation in 
gaming and simulation may facilitate 
aspects of SLA [second language 
acquisition] and the development of 
communicative competence” (p. 89). 
Corbett (2010) quotes Paul Howard-Jones, 
a neuroscientist teaching at the graduate 
school of education at the University of 
Bristol, as saying, “ I think in 30 years’ 
time, we will marvel that we ever tried to 
deliver a curriculum without gaming” (para. 
62). 

Why do games have a positive effect on 
learning? Gee (2008) describes video 
games as “learning machines” (p. 2) and 
suggests that “good video games are 
thinking tools. Their deepest pleasures are 
cognitive. The ‘drug’ the video game 
industry discovered was learning—
humans love it when it’s done right” (p. 
17). This concept is similar to what 
cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham 
(2009), says about the joys of learning: 

We find successful thinking pleasurable. 
We like solving problems, understanding 

new ideas, and so forth. Thus, we will 
seek out opportunities to think, but we are 
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selective in doing so; we choose problems 
that pose some challenge but that seem 
likely to be solvable, because these are 

the problems that lead to feelings of 
pleasure and satisfaction. (p. 18)

The relatively recent application of brain 
imaging technology has offered 
researchers unprecedented access into 
the inner workings of the human mind 
during learning and video game play. With 
it, neurobiologists and cognitive scientists 
are starting to unlock the brain-based 
reasons why games can be such powerful 
learning tools. After considering all of the 
evidence, neurologist Judy Willis (2011) 
concluded that “the popularity of video 
games is not the enemy of education, but 
rather a model for best teaching 
strategies” (para. 1). She notes the 
intentional scaffolding, individualized 
achievable challenges, incremental goal 
progress, and consistent feedback (both 
immediate and cumulative) as factors that 
engage players’ brains by regularly and 
effectively engaging and activating the 
dopamine-reward system. Willis (2011) 
masterfully explains this process in 
layman’s terms:

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that, when 
released in higher than usual amounts, 
goes beyond the synapse and flows to 
other regions of the brain producing a 
powerful pleasure  response. This is a 

deep satisfaction, such as quenching a 
long thirst. After making a prediction, 

choice, or action, and receiving feedback 
that it was correct, the reward from the 

release of dopamine prompts the brain to 
seek future opportunities to repeat the 
action . . . The survival benefit of the 

dopamine-reward system is building skills 
and adaptive responses. The system is 
only activated and available to promote, 

sustain, or repeat some mental or physical 
effort when the outcome is not assured. If 
there is no risk, there is no reward. If there 

is no challenge, such as adding single 
digit numbers by a student who has 

achieved mastery in adding double-digit 
numbers, there is no activation of the 

dopamine-reward network. (para. 3-4)

Exposure to video games has been shown 
to increase the activity of people’s 
midbrain dopamine-reward system (Koepp 
et al., 1988) and a relationship has been 
observed between activity in this system 
and recall performance (Callan & 
Schweighofer, 2008). Howard-Jones, 
Demetriou Bogacz, Yoo, & Leonards 
(2011) also corroborated these findings. 

Despite this evidence of the efficacy of 
video games in education, there is still 
considerable resistance to their use in 
schools (Klopfer, Osterweil, & Salen, 
2009). “The use of electronic games in the 
classroom teaching process is not a 
common practice in any country” (Wastiau, 
Kearney, & Van den Berghe, 2009b, p. 20). 

In 2010, the authors of this article 
conducted a paper-based and online 
survey of EFL teachers in Asia (n. 51) 
regarding their attitudes toward, and use 
of, video games in the EFL classroom. The 
aim was to see if the experiences of EFL 
teachers in Asia reflected the same results 
that Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe 
(2009b) had found, and if so, to explore 
the reasons why video games were not 
being used in classroom teaching. The 
paper-based surveys were distributed at 
secondary schools and a college in the 
Itabashi Ward of Tokyo, Japan. The 
invitations to take the online survey were 
emailed to some members of the Japan 
Association for Language Teaching (JALT) 
with a request to forward it to their 
colleagues. 

The survey asked for demographic 
information, including age, nationality, 
school location, and grade level that the 
respondents teach. Of the 51 respondents, 
one was Canadian, four were British, six 
were American, nine were Korean, and the 
remaining 31 teachers were Japanese. 
Only one respondent (who replied from 
South Korea) was not based in Japan. The 
majority of the respondents were based in 
Tokyo (n. 48), while there were 
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respondents from Nagano Prefecture (n. 
1), Kanagawa Prefecture (n. 2), and Aichi 
Prefecture (n. 1).

One respondent did not give his or her 
age. The remaining respondents fell into 
the following age categories: under 25 
years old (n. 8), age 25-35 (n. 14), age 
36-45 (n. 10), age 46-55 (n. 11), and over 
56 years old (n. 7).

The respondents taught in junior high 
schools (n. 22), high schools (n. 29), 
universities/colleges (n. 6), and other 
schools including elementary schools and 
private language schools (n. 2). These 
numbers are greater than the total number 
of respondents because some teachers 
work in multiple schools.

The survey then asked the respondents if 
they had ever used video games 
(particularly COTS ones) as part of their 
lessons. If they answered in the 
affirmative, they were asked to describe 
what game system(s) they used and how 
the video games were utilized. If the 
respondents said that they had never used 
video games in their lessons, they were 
asked why not and given a list of possible 
reasons from which they could select as 
many as applied to their particular 
teaching environment. The list of possible 
reasons included the following choices:

• “My school doesn’t permit video games.”
• “My school lacks the equipment.”
• “I don’t have any interest in video 

games.” 
• “I believe that video games lack 

educational value.”
• “I don’t have time to use video games in 

my classes.”
• “Video games are not part of the 

curriculum that I teach.”
• “I don’t know how video games could be 

used in my classes.”
• “Other” (the respondents were given a 

blank field to add any additional reasons 

that were not covered in the previous 
choices)

Only two respondents reported experience 
using video games in their lessons. One 
said that he had his students play Tetris 
and Super Bomberman in pairs, with one 
partner holding the video game controller 
blindfolded and the other partner giving 
simple directions. The other respondent 
reported using Nintendo’s Game Boy, a 
Sony PlayStation2, and a Nintendo Super 
Famicom, but she did not describe how 
she implemented the games in her 
lessons.

On the other hand, the results showed that 
96% of respondents had never used video 
games in their classes. When viewed in 
aggregate, the most common explanations 
that were given for not using video games 
included:

• “I don’t know how video games could be 
used in my classes.” (41.2%), 

• “My school doesn’t permit video 
games.” (35.3%), 

• “Video games are not part of the 
curriculum that I teach.” (33.3%) 

• “I don’t have any interest in video 
games.” (31.4%)

But when the survey results are parsed by 
age groups, an interesting insight can be 
made. By age bracket, the most commonly 
given reasons for not including video 
games in the classroom were:

• Over 56 years old: “I don’t have any 
interest in video games.” (42.9%)

• 46-55 years old: “I don’t have any 
interest in video games.” (63.6%)

• 36-45 years old: “I don’t know how video 
games could be used in my 
classes.” (66.7%)

• 25-35 years old: “I don’t have time to use 
video games in my classes.” (42.9%)

• Under 25 years old: “My school doesn’t 
permit video games.” (85.7%)

This data would seem to suggest that 
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older teachers—the ones who have more 
seniority and more influence in shaping the 
culture of their schools’ learning 
communities—have less experience with 
video games. Perhaps because of this, 
they don’t have any interest in learning 
more about video games and pursuing 
information about how they can potentially 
help their students. One of the 
respondents to the survey added, “I 
believe the goal of video games and that 
of second language acquisition or usage 
are totally different.” On the opposite end 
of the spectrum, the youngest teachers 
expressed interest in the educational 
potential of video games in language 
learning, but stated that their schools did 
not permit their use. 

The authors of this article agree with 
Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe 
(2009b) when they say, “the major barrier 
has been and still is a lack of knowledge in 
how to use [video games]. Teachers are 
trained in traditional methods that do not 
include the use of games in the 
curriculum” (p. 123). More effort should be 
made to educate language teachers both 
in the positive educational affordances that 
video games offer, as well as practical and 
pedagogically-sound ways to include them 
in their teaching. As deHaan, Reed, and 
Kuwada (2010) demonstrate, if used 
incorrectly, video games pose the risk of 
hindering foreign language learning by 
imposing extraneous cognitive load on the 
players. Especially in the case of adapting 
COTS games for the language classroom, 
teachers need to have the skills to assess 
whether or not a particular game can 
effectively aid the students’ foreign 
language acquisition. 

References
Antonelli, P. (2012, November 29). Video 
games:14 in the collection, for starters. 
Retrieved from http://www.moma.org/
explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-
games-14-in-the- collection-for-starters

Callan, D. E., & Schweighofer, N. (2008). 

Positive and negative modulation of word 
learning by ! reward anticipation. Human 
Brain Mapping, 29, 237–249.

Corbett, S. (2010, September 15). 
Learning by playing. The New York Times 
Magazine. ! Retrieved from: http://
www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/
19video-t.html

deHaan, J., Reed, W. M., & Kuwada, K. 
(2010). The effect of interactivity with a 
music video ! game on second language 
vocabulary recall. Language Learning & 
Technology, 14(2), ! 74-94. 

Gee. J. P. (2008). Good video games + 
good learning. New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing.

Hirumi, A. (Ed.). (2010). Playing games in 
school: Video games and simulations for 
primary and secondary education. 
Washington, DC.: The International 
Society for Technology in Education.

Howard-Jones, P., Demetriou, S., Bogacz, 
R., Yoo, J., & Leonards, U. (2011). Toward 
a science of learning games. Mind, Brain, 
and Education. 5 (1), 33- 41.

Johnson, B. (2006, December 28). The 
writing is on the wall - computer games rot 
the brain. The Telegraph. Retrieved from 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/
personal-view/3635699/ ! The-writing-is-
on-the-wall-computer-games-rot-the-
brain.html

Jones, J. (2012, November, 30). Sorry 
MoMA, video games are not art.The 
Guardian. Retrieved from http://
www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/
jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/ ! moma-
video-games-art

Kahne, J., Middaugh, E., & Evans, C. 
(2009). The civic potential of video games. 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Klopfer, E., Osterweil, S., & Salen, K. 
(2009). Moving learning games forward. 
Cambridge, MA: The Education Arcade.

PeerSpectives Issue 10, Spring 2013                ! ISSN 2187-1191 

18

http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/11/29/video-games-14-in-the-
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/19/magazine/19video-t.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3635699/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3635699/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3635699/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3635699/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/30/


Koepp, M. J., Gunn, R. N., Lawrence, A. 
D., Cunningham, V. J., Dagher, A., Jones, 
T., et al. (1988). Evidence for striatal 
dopamine release during a video game. 
Nature, 393, !266-268.

Peterson, M. (2010). Computerized games 
and simulations in computer-assisted 
language ! learning: A meta-analysis of 
research. Simulation and Gaming, 41(1), 
72-93.

Shaffer, D. W. (2006). How computer 
games help children learn. New York: 
Palgrave/! Macmillan.

Van Eck, R. (2006). Digital game-based 
learning: It’s not just the digital natives who 
are restless. !EDUCAUSE Review, 41(2), 
16-30.

Wastiau, P., Kearney, C., & Van den 
Berghe, W. (2009a). How are digital 
games used in ! schools?: Final report. 
Brussels, Belgium: European Schoolnet. 
Retrieved from http://games.eun.org/
upload/gis-full_report_en.pdf

Wastiau, P., Kearney, C., & Van den 
Berghe, W. (2009b). How are digital 
games used in ! schools?: Synthesis 
report. Brussels, Belgium: European 
Schoolnet. Retrieved from !http://
games.eun.org/upload/gis-
synthesis_report_en.pdf

Willingham, D. (2009). Why don’t students 
like school?: A cognitive scientist answers 
questions about how the mind works and 
what it means for the classroom. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Willis, J. (2011, April 14). A neurologist 
makes the case for the video game model 
as a learning tool. Edutopia. Retrieved 
from http://www.edutopia.org/blog/video-
games-learning-student-engagement-judy-
willis

In the muddle of the 
data
This column is being created to help 
researchers who are in the middle of their 
data-collection and who wish to reflect on 
the possibilities and potentials in their 
projects from that sometimes muddled 
point of view. Too often we write papers at 
the end of our research and the 
messiness, doubts, and excitement are not 
always seen in the final reports and 
articles. In these short reflective articles we 
hope to capture some of the thinking on 
the fly that might help other researchers as 
well. We fully expect them to end with a 
series of questions that the researchers 
are asking themselves.

The Impact of Self-
Information as 
feedback to socially 
intelligent dynamic 
(SINDY) systems
Tim Murphey

Some old and new research (Murphey et 
al. in progress) is suggesting that groups 
of people can positively enhance their lives 
when they receive qualitative and 
quantitative data about themselves. The 
normal research model is that researchers 
do research on a group and then publish 
their research and the group often does 
not know about the results at all. However, 
with Critical Participatory Looping 
(Murphey & Falout, 2010), a form of action 
research, data from a group is given back 
to the same group and they are asked to 
confirm, contest or add to the findings in 
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some way. These reflections tend to make 
the data richer and more meaningful for all 
concerned, and provide the participants 
more agency. Note that scientists dealing 
with weather patterns or bird migrations 
could not do this because the weather and 
birds could not reflect on the data. Thus, 
self-information as feedback to socially 
intelligent dynamic (SINDY) systems, i.e. 
thinking and reflecting beings, affords 
multiple possibilities for changing and 
improving one’s conditions through 
gathering and creating further information 
of relevance. The information becomes a 
component of change in and of itself.  

For example, a few years ago we asked 
students what motivated them and 
demotivated them in their JHS and HS 
English education (Falout et al. 2008). 
According to our data grammar was 
ranked near the top in both categories. 
When we gave the results back to the 
students for their further feedback, they 
objected strongly saying grammar was not 
motivational. So, we went back to the data 
and realized that we had conflated ‘liked’ 
with ‘useful’. Many had indeed said 
grammar was useful for their exams, but 
they definitely did not like it. This looping of 
the data back to the participants allowed 
them to help the researchers report better 
data and understand their students better; 
and students themselves began to feel 
more empowered. 

In a later study (Falout & Murphey, 2010) 
we asked students to tell us their ‘re-
motivation’ strategies when they got 
demotivated. At the same time, many of 
them said that they were interested in 
knowing what other students had 
communicated about re-motivating 
themselves, asking us to feed their 
information back to them. So, we listed the 
top 20 most popular ways that students 
reported re-motivating themselves and 
returned them to the students. Their further 
feedback indicated that they felt 
empowered and connected to their 
classmates as well as a sense of 
competence when seeing their own 

strategies listed. 

Most recently, we asked students at the 
end of a survey in April 2012 about their 
ideal classmates (Murphey, in 
PeerSpectives #9, 2012) and coded their 
feedback (488 responses from students in 
4 universities) into 16 descriptors. Around 
mid-term in June, we looped the 16 
descriptors back to them asking three 
questions of each descriptor with a 6-point 
Likert scale: Is this important? Are your 
classmates doing this?, and, Are you doing 
this? They confirmed that the 16 codes 
were important (M=5.07), that their 
classmates were doing these things 
(M=4.09) and that they were doing them 
(4.02). When we asked them at the end of 
the survey, simply, “What do you think of 
this research?” 25% of the students left it 
blank, but 64% answered positively, 
allowing us to see that some students 
were already reciprocally idealizing, i.e. 
thinking how they themselves could be 
more ideal classmates (Murphey et al. in 
progress).  

We believe that individuals are interested 
in reflecting on self-information, identifying 
with it, and “cherry picking” what each 
deems most helpful to them to improve 
their own lives.  At times, they also dare to 
try something new that they think their 
cohorts are doing that works (cf. near peer 
role modeling, NPRMing, Murphey and 
Arao, 2001; Singh 2010).  

We are working at present to frame this 
study within Dynamic Systems Theory and 
preparing it for a presentation at the 
American Association for Applied 
Linguistics (AAAL) in Dallas in March. I 
realize that while much of the research in 
dynamic systems refers to nature, 
machines, and computers, we are talking 
about socially intelligent dynamic (SINDY) 
systems, people working and studying 
together and capable of learning about 
themselves and improving themselves by 
doing so. Thus, groups of people (classes, 
companies, etc.) who receive information 
about what their cohorts are thinking can 
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use such information to improve their work 
and lives. 

So, the signature dynamics (Dornyei 2009) 
of a socially intelligent dynamic system (a 
SINDY System) seem to entail the 
following: Such socially intelligent dynamic 
systems are capable of…

• gathering, communicating, and reflecting 
on data about itself

• interacting with other systems and 
learning from them,  while stimulating 
more feedback.

• accepting that in complex systems 
improvements are incremental and at 
times negatively oriented. (i.e. their will 
be regressions, lapses, and dysfunctions 
to deal with)

• imagining being in the place of others 
(theory of mind/body), dreaming, 
pretending, and playing

• agentizing the agents (group members) 
which at times permits them to strive 
even in the face of overwhelming 
adversity (Quixotically). 

Finally, when individuals sync their agency 
together in groups and teams, they create 
group agency, a form of social capital of 
socially intelligent dynamic systems.

Many thanks to Joe Falout for languaging 
some of these concepts out with me over 
several coffees.
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