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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to present an implemented lesson study (LS) in English as a second
language course for 11-year-old students in the fifth grade. The aim of the research lesson was to learn how to
describe a person systematically.
Design/methodology/approach – Two LS cycles in two different classes were conducted and evaluated
using systematic observation, case student interviews and student feedback. The data were analysed by the
involved teacher team and the mentor.
Findings – The study shows that and how LS and variation theory promotes theory-based
lesson preparation and postprocessing as well as team orientation among teachers without LS experience.
Second, the lesson data show how elements of variation theory lead to a significant improvement in student
learning activity.
Originality/value – This paper provides insights how teachers apply a first time LS and variation theory
and how this effects student learning positively.
Keywords Learning study, Lesson study, Variation theory, English as a second language,
Second language learning, Teachers perspective
Paper type Case study

1. Introduction
This study was carried out during a two-year Professional Development Course (CPD) for
English teachers. The course was one of several courses for different subjects within the
long-term university programme “Pedagogy and Didactics for Teachers” (PFL) of the
University of Klagenfurt, Austria. The purpose of PFL is to help teachers to critically reflect
on their own professional activities. Action research and peer learning in professional
communities are its methodological basis. PFL aims at encouraging teachers to develop
higher self-determination, problem-orientation, closeness to the teaching activities at school
and professional communication (Posch, 1986; see also Rauch et al., 2014). The philosophy of
PFL and the course in which the present study emerged are described in two articles
(Hanfstingl et al., 2018; Hanfstingl and Pflaum, 2019, resubm). The teachers were
familiarised not only with the techniques of action research, but also with the basics of
Japanese lesson studies (LS) according to the approach of Dudley (2014).

As part of the curriculum, participating teachers are asked to conduct an action research
study in their own class, with professional support from a mentor who is member of the PFL
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course team. One of the participating teachers was keen to try a LS in her class together with
her other English teacher colleagues. This teacher is the first author of the present contribution
because she is author of the documentation of this case study (parts 2 to 4). The co-author, who
is responsible for framing the paper (parts 1 and 5), supervised the first author and helped her
to carry out the study at school, analyse and reflect on the results of the two cycles and finally
write down her experiences to share with other language teachers. This paper focusses
primarily on the teachers’ experience of how LS can contribute to their perspectives on the
classroom, on their students and on how learning works. It turned out that the logic of
variation theory (Lo, 2012, 2015; Lo and Marton, 2011; Marton and Pang, 2008) made a special
contribution to improving the quality of teaching. The second purpose is to illustrate an LS in
which teachers more and more successfully integrated variation theory.

2. Case study
During the two years of PFL we, the team of English teachers, have learned several lessons
about our and the students’ learning processes. For example, we learned that there are
different approaches to instructional development that especially focus on student-centred
teaching, which allows students to learn and discover things individually and at their own
pace. Learning is a very personal journey; therefore, it is of utmost importance for teachers
to keep an eye on student learning processes. Action research and LS are important
strategies for researching on one’s own teaching (Feldman et al., 2018). We learned that LS
directs our attention to students’ learning, that lesson planning as a team reduces stress to
be responsible as an individual for the students’ learning process and that the participation
of the team in the research lesson increases their shared responsibility (Dudley, 2014). LS
fulfils a number of conditions that several studies validated to be particularly effective for
teachers’ training and instructional development. Timperley et al. (2007) analysed seven
effective contexts for promoting professional learning opportunities that impacted a range
of student outcomes. Three conditions are relevant for our study (p. 27): the engagement of
teachers in the learning process; iterative cycles of thinking about alternatives and
becoming aware of learning gains resulting from changed teaching approaches; and
participation in a professional community of practice with opportunities to process new
understandings and challenge problematic beliefs, with a focus on analysing the impact of
teaching on student learning.

How variation theory came to our mind? Originally, we were not planning on using
variation theory because it was our first LS and we were afraid to overwhelm ourselves and
the students. However, based on the results of the first cycle, we have learned that we could
improve students’ learning outcomes by using this approach. What we particularly
appreciated was that variation theory focusses on students’ subjective perspectives on a
phenomenon and its interpretations, and that as teachers we need to understand these
interpretations to help students learn (Marton, 1981). The use of variation theory helped us
to better structure our teaching and understand where the students’ problems lay in
understanding the content. We, the English teacher team, were surprised that one of the
reviewers showed us that we had used variation theory already in the first cycle. This point
we illustrate in part 4.

We conducted the LS in school year 2016/2017 as a team of five English teachers
working in a rural lower secondary school in Austria. When I, the first author, was informed
about Dudleys (2014) approach to LS, I wanted to learn more about the philosophy and goals
of LS and maybe even try one. I introduced my colleagues into LS and its ideas in a first
team meeting. We all had team teaching experience in English lessons but never had
conducted a LS. We decided to try LS with students of the fifth grade and to run two LS
cycles in two parallel classes. Both classes are very similar in terms of group size and
activity level, therefore a good comparison between the first and the second cycle seemed
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possible to us. We opted for a very simple and pragmatic allocation of roles: Both cycles
were carried out by me, the first author. The other four teachers visited both cycles and
focussed on observing the learning activities of the case students. How the case studies were
selected is explained in Section 3.3.

3. First cycle
3.1 Learning goals for the lesson
Every beginning of the school year, we create learning designs, subdivided into core ideas,
longer-term goals, achievement goals and knowledge goals based on the curriculum. For the
LS, we selected the learning design “Describing People”, aiming primarily at listening and
speaking competences. Since personal descriptions in real life are more likely to be done
orally, the writing competence remained in the background. We divided the lesson plan
into different parts and fixed the learning goals for the lesson, which are summarised in
the following.

The students can…
… describe people’s looks and clothes orally.
The students know…
words:

• parts of the body

• clothes

• colours

• adjectives for describing people

• adjectives for describing things

Grammar:

• have got (affirmative, negative)

• structures: He/She wears…
The students understand that…

… the description of a person helps to find the person again.
… an accurate, detailed description enhances the chance to identify the person when

looking for him/her.
Task:
Students are asked to provide a detailed description of a lost mother/father, when looking

for her/him in a city.

3.2 Lesson plan for the first cycle and didactical considerations
According to the learning goals above, we developed the following schedule for the first
50-minute research lesson (Table I).

What are the didactical considerations behind this lesson plan? Apart from grammar and
the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, the use of vocabulary is the
essential element for communication in a foreign language (Cameron, 2001; Nation, 2001).
Takač (2008) and Milton (2009) point out that it is essential to repeat recently introduced
terms in various activities in order to give learners the opportunity to better internalise
the new vocabulary. Thus, the preliminary exercise at the beginning of a lesson has to
activate existing vocabulary knowledge. By showing pictures and naming the words in the
class, the learners are provided with visual and auditory input at the same time. Different
methods should be regularly offered in foreign language teaching so that as many of the
learner’s factors influencing the language acquisition process as possible are included.
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In order to be able to better link memory structures with one another, it makes sense to
combine linguistic and pictorial elements, because the more diverse the brain is addressed,
the easier it is to establish links (Pinter, 2006).

The part with description of the classmate next to oneself aims to repeat the structure
“have got”, the vocabulary of the body parts as well as the adjectives. This should facilitate
the subsequent speech exercise. The experience of our LS team also shows that particularly
weaker students often find it difficult to incorporate adjectives into sentences. This second
exercise at the beginning of the lesson is intended to provide support by consciously
connecting the vocabulary (body parts and adjectives) and using them concretely in a
sentence related to a real person.

Time Topic Method
Expected student
answers Competence

Beginning 10 min Revision of
already
learned
vocabulary
and grammar

The teacher shows
pictures of different
clothes; the students say
the correct English word
short revision of the
structure “have/has got”
on the board
in turn, students say a
sentence about the person
sitting next to them

Trousers, T-shirt,
pullover, skirt, etc.
“Andreas has got
short hair.”
“Maria has got blue
eyes”

Main part 10 min Reading task
– description
of people

Two reading texts are
handed out; the students
read them silently; they
match each text with the
correct picture; then it is
discussed why the
second text cannot be
matched clearly with any
of the pictures

The students read and
recognise that a
detailed description is
necessary to find a
person again

Reading

10 min
7 min

Speaking The teacher shows the
task on the board:
You are in London with
your mother/father.
Suddenly you cannot see
your mother/father
anymore. You ask people
if they have seen her/him.
Describe what your
mother/father looks like
then the students
describe their mother/
father to the person
sitting next to them

The students listen
and read the task on
the active board
the students describe
their mother/father

Speaking + listening

15 min Presentations Some students present
their description to all of
their classmates and the
teacher; the other students
provide feedback

The students describe
their mother/father or
they listen and give
feedback

Speaking + listening

Ending 5 min Feedback to
the teaching
team

The students write down
what they have learned
in this lesson

Table I.
Lesson plan –
first cycle
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The aim of the reading exercise was to independently recognise what constitutes a good
personal description on the basis of the two contrasting reading texts. We intentionally used
the method of inductive learning here. In contrast to the deductive approach, in which the
teaching is controlled by the teacher, the inductive method focusses on observing how the
students discover and recognise rules. Instead of practicing a concept given by the teacher
with examples, the teacher provides several examples with the inductive approach, so that
the learners can recognise how the concept works or according to which rules it is
constructed (Sik, 2015; Shaffer, 1989). We were of the opinion that the use of the inductive
method could be more profitable here, since the learners have to deal intensively and
independently with the topic and thereby experience for themselves that a detailed
description is essential for a good personal description.

The speaking task was intended to offer the children a situation as authentic as possible
in which they can demonstrate their competence. The students’ interest in a learning topic
depends to a large extent on whether it has a connection to their environment and is
therefore relevant to them at all. This in turn has an impact on their performance (Hattie,
2009). The subsequent practice phase with the partner should serve as preparation for the
presentations and thus take away the inhibitions of having to speak immediately in front of
the whole class. Tension or anxiety leads to the inability to achieve positive learning results.
On the other hand, various studies have shown that it is possible to improve performance if
stress situations are reduced. Hattie (2009) points out that it should be the task of every
teacher to consider suitable methods that do not hinder the learning success of the students.

Through the short feedback phase, the students should learn to assess speech
performance and give constructive feedback. Giving feedback is an essential element in
assessing and developing learning (Hattie, 2009; Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Experience
has shown that students also appreciate it when their opinions are in demand in the
classroom and are the basis for discussion and further development.

3.3 Selection of case students, creating the observation sheet and developing questions for
the interviews with the case students
At our third meeting we decided that I, the PFL participant and first author of this
contribution, am the one who leads the lesson, both in the first and second cycle. The other
four teachers take on the role of observers. The observing team members selected four
students, one for each observer, whose learning activities they were going to monitor during
the lesson (case students). The teaching person was not informed about the selection of these
case students to avoid unconscious influences on the students. For the observation of the
case students, we developed an observation sheet based on the lesson plan. On this
observation sheet, on a scale from zero to five, the team members logged the activity level of
the case students at five-minute-intervals. In addition, there was space for notes on the
observed activities and/or students’ responses, which should complement and/or explain the
level of activity. Each of the teachers focussed on one of the case students.

The case students were selected according to their achievement level (high, medium,
low), as far as it could be seen during that school year. For each of the three levels of
achievement, one student was selected. Since the teacher team consisted of five people and
four people were available to observe the case students, we agreed to take another student
with average level.

In addition, we developed a short interview guide for the four case students:

• Motivation: What did you like most?

• Learning difficulties: What was unclear to you or what was difficult?

• Possible gaps: What else would you like to know?
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The observing teachers asked the case students these three questions right after the lesson.
Dudley (2014) argues that the interviews should take no longer than five minutes and that
they should be done immediately after class. In our study, the four observed case students
were interviewed individually.

3.4 Results of the first cycle
The data material for the first research lesson consisted of the team members’ structured
observation of the case students, the case students’ interviews, the students’ feedback
provided at the end of the lesson and the teaching teacher’s notes taken after the lesson.

3.4.1 Analysis based on the observers’ view. Based on the observations of the observing
teachers, we created a graphical representation of the performance in the respective
teaching phases for each case student right after the first cycle. In a first step, this number
was created with Post-it Notes on a flipchart, so that the teacher team could discuss and
reflect this data directly. The vertical axis shows the intensity of the learning activities. The
horizontal axis describes the essential phases of the teaching process (Figure 1).

We analysed together the learning activities of the case students and the notes of the
observing teachers. The analysis showed that especially with the vocabulary revision a high
motivation of the students was recognisable. The observed responses were consistent with
the answers originally expected in the lesson-planning session. However, the results also
showed that three out of the four observed students were distracted while forming sentences
with the structure “have/has got” at the beginning of the lesson (students B, C and D).

Almost all students were observed to be busy with the reading task. Student A
(high achievement level) was seen to finish the task relatively quickly and then get bored.

Both student B and student C (children with intermediate achievement levels) had
problems with the reading task because the second text was not associated with a picture.
Student D (low achievement level) seemed not to be very concentrated when doing the
reading task.

All four students showed a similarity when doing the speaking task: everyone seemed to be
a bit insecure at first and needed a long time to get started. However, when the presentation
was in progress, the students seemed to enjoy the task they had been given. Remarkably,
students B and C first began with describing details such as the eye colour or jewellery.

Performance First cycle
5 B B B

B

C

C

C

C

C

C

Student A

Student B

Student C

Student D

CC

A

A

A

A

A

AA

A

A AC D

D D

D

D D

D D

D

CB

B

B B

B

BD

4

3

2

1
5

Words, sentences Reading task Speaking task Presentations Feedback

M
inutes

10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Figure 1.
Learning performance
of the four
case students during
the first cycle
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Student C of the four case students was – coincidentally – among those children who
volunteered for the presentation in front of the class.

It was clearly recognisable that the performance was quite different for each of the four
case students. While student A’s speaking practice had a high performance, the other case
students were not rated particularly high. The students also showed a higher variance of
performance at the beginning of the lesson (vocabulary revision, forming sentences) and
during the reading exercise.

3.4.2 Analysis based on the interviews with the case students. In Table II, the case
students’ answers of the interviews are summarised.

3.4.3 Analysis based on the teaching teacher’s perspective. This part is provided in the
first person and it is the original summary of the teaching person’s perspective who is also
the first author:

I noticed that the children really liked the picture cards. I felt that the grammar “have got” was
actually clear to all children. Moreover, I noticed that when describing the seat neighbour, some
students were distracted. During the work with the reading texts, I immediately noticed which of
the children recognized the intention behind this task. The discussion about a good people
description seemed to be interesting for all the students. When the children started with the
speaking task, I noticed that some students did not quite know how to get started. The two
presentations were very successful in the areas grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. However,
I noticed that during the first presentation both students put special emphasis on the details of their
description. The first child even began with the description of the accessories before even
mentioning the size or hair colour of the person. In the second presentation, I noticed that the
student described the mother’s eye colour in the first sentence.

3.4.4 Analysis based on the students’ perspectives. The evaluation of the written feedback
from all students, which they gave in the last-five minutes of the lesson, revealed that most
of the children said they had learned how to describe a person (14 out of 18 students). Seven
students also mentioned that a detailed description was important for finding a person.

Case student

What did
you like
most?

What was unclear to you or
what was difficult?

What else
would you like
to know? Further comments

Student A (high
achievement level)

Pictures;
speaking
task

Forming sentences with
“have got” at the
beginning of the lesson
was too long and boring

Student B
(medium
achievement level)

Pictures;
reading
task;
speaking
task

Had problems imagining
mother’s looks; did not know
where to start the description;
started with the details – due
to the previously discussed
importance

More words so
that the
description can
be more
detailed

Would have needed more
time to do the speaking
task with the partner

Student C
(medium
achievement level)

Pictures;
speaking
task

Could not decide whether to
describe father or mother;
needed a lot of time to actually
start speaking

More words so
that the
description can
be more
detailed

Student D (low
achievement level)

Pictures;
speaking
task

More words so
that the
description can
be more
detailed

Table II.
Analysis based on the
interviews with case
students – first cycle

311

Lesson study
that turned

into a learning
study



3.5 Team reflection on the first cycle
The data from the teaching teacher’s perspective, the observation of the case students, the
interviews of the case students and the written feedback from all students served as the
basis for the discussion at the next team meeting. Observations of the case students’
performance showed that the second phase of the lesson (revision of grammar, forming
sentences) took far too long and was not necessary because the grammar did not cause any
difficulties. It also showed that the performance was relatively low at the beginning of the
actual speaking task, which happened – according to the students’ interviews – because
they could not concretely imagine what clothes their mother/father wore. Little concrete, and
therefore not very helpful for the students, was the feedback on the speaking performances
by the classmates, which was done in front of the entire class. Precise criteria for feedback
could yield better results there.

3.6 Lesson learned
Based on these team reflections, we were keen to enhance the teaching quality for the second
cycle of our LS. Our students have learned that a good personal description depends on both
general and detailed information. However, the students did not learn how to structure a
good personal description. It was not clear to them that a personal description should start
with general facts and only thereafter the details are mentioned, and not vice versa. We have
learned that this is a case in which we could try to apply variation theory by defining the
structure of a personal description as a learning object. The critical feature of this learning
object is that the structure in which the personal description is presented is significant. The
systematic variation of the structure of person descriptions represents the contrasting effect
for the application of variation theory.

For the second cycle, we varied the structure of a personal description systematically:
general information before details vs details before general information. In order to focus on
this one critical feature of the structure, we have not changed the content of the personal
description. After thinking about how we could realise that in class, we decided to offer the
students three different types of personal descriptions, which they were required to
graphically reproduce, one time beginning with general information, one time beginning
with details. How we did this in detail is described below in Section 4.2. Through this
procedure, students should see that when details follow the general description, a clearer
picture of the person results.

4. Second cycle
4.1 Lesson plan for the second cycle
For the second cycle we wanted to keep the aspects of the lesson that worked well in the first
cycle and add the exercise with the variation theory element. We also adapted the feedback
and the talking exercise elements which did not work to our satisfaction in the first cycle.
Table III shows the revised lesson.

4.2 Considerations for the second lesson plan and the application of variation theory
The pictures at the beginning of the lesson were also used in the second cycle due to the
positive feedback. During team reflection on the first cycle, we realised that the structure of
the personal description has a significant influence on the success of the speaking task. To
emphasise this, the teammember who teaches the class should read out three descriptions to
the students which they should draw on a sheet of paper. The first description was kept
very short and hardly allowed a precise visualisation of the person. The second description
began with a rough description (height, hair, etc.) and then went into details. The third
description started with details like earrings, eye colour, etc. The intention behind it was

312

IJLLS
8,4



that the children should recognise that details are important for personal descriptions
(comparing drawings 1 and 2), but that details should only be mentioned at the end of a
description (comparing drawings 2 and 3).

Moreover, criteria have been set for students to give each other more efficient feedback
(e.g. fluency, detailed description, logical order). Each student should note down the
feedback on a sheet of paper. In order to avoid wasting time worrying about which clothes
the students’ parents wear, the children were asked in one of the pre-lessons to bring a
full-body photo of one of their parents to the lesson. This photo then was the basis for the
students’ personal description.

4.3 Selection of new case students and revising the observation sheet
The same teacher who taught the lesson in the first cycle should also teach the lesson in
the parallel class. Also in this class four case students were selected, again according to the

Time Topic Method Expected student answers Competence

Beginning 5 min Revision of
already
learned
vocabulary

The teacher shows pictures
with different clothes; the
students say the correct
English word

Trousers, T-shirt, pullover,
skirt, etc.

Main part 10 min Structure for
a good
personal
description

Students prepare colours; the
teacher reads out three
different personal
descriptions; the students
draw the person; discussion
about what makes a good
personal description

The students recognise that
a detailed description is
necessary to find a person
again; they recognise that in
a good description details
follow general information

Listening

10 min
7 min

Task
criteria
speaking
(using a
photo)

The teacher shows the task
on the board:
You are in London with your
mother/father. Suddenly you
can’t see your mother/father
anymore. You ask people.
Describe what your mother/
father looks like
the criteria for a good
personal description are
discussed and written down
on the board (fluency,
detailed description,
organisation/structure)
The students describe their
mother/father to the person
sitting next to them with the
help of the photo they have
brought with them

The students listen and read
the task on the active board
the criteria are clear to all
students
the students describe their
mother/father

Speaking +
listening

20 min Presentations Some students present their
description to all of their
classmates and the teacher;
the other students give a
short feedback

The students describe their
mother/father or they listen
and give feedback

Speaking +
listening

Ending 5 min Feedback The students write down
what they have learned in
this lesson

Table III.
Lesson plan –
second cycle
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criteria of their achievement level (high, middle, low), who were also unknown to the
teaching person this time. Finally, we revised the observation sheet according to the new
lesson plan.

4.4 Results of the second cycle
The data material for the second cycle research lesson is similar to the data material of
the first cycle. It consisted of the team members’ structured observation of the case students,
the case students’ interviews, the students’ feedback provided at the end of the lesson
and the teaching teacher’s notes taken after the lesson.

4.4.1 Analysis based on the observers’ view. As with the first cycle, we also visualised
the activity in each teaching phase graphically based on the observers’ records for each case
student and graphically reproduced it with Post-It Notes on a flip chart right after the
lesson. The vertical axis shows the intensity of the learning activity. Again, the horizontal
axis describes the essential phases of the teaching process (Figure 2).

By reflecting the observation sheets we learned that again a high activity was noticeable
in the vocabulary revision at the beginning of the lesson. Also, in the exercise for the
development of a meaningful personal description, we observed high activity among all
case students. For example, student AA (high achievement level) could very quickly
implement the descriptions graphically. On the other hand, there was the observation of
student DD, who was unable to follow the teacher’s description of the third person, so this
drawing completely differed from his seat neighbour’s drawing. Moreover, it was exciting
for the observing teachers to see which experiences the case students made when drawing
the people described by the teacher. All four case students gave information about what was
important for a good personal description when we discussed it in class afterwards.

During the speaking task all case students performed well. The most important factor here
is that all groups started talking immediately. There were noticeably good results for students
AA and CC. However, we noted quite different activities during the presentations in front of
the class. While student AA –who could do her presentation in front of the class – and student
CC showed a high activity, the other two case students’ activity were not that high. Towards
the end of the lesson the activity level decreased with all four case students.

4.4.2 Analysis based on the interviews with the case students. Again, we interviewed the four
case students immediately after the lesson. Table IV summarises the students’ responses.

Performance

5

4

3

2

1

AA
AA AA AA AA AA

AA AA

AA
AA

BB
BB BB BB BB BB

BB

BB

BBBB

CC
CC CC CC CC CC

CC CC
CC

CC
DDDD

DD DD DD

DD

DD DD DD
DD

Student AA

Second cycle

Student BB

Student CC

Student DD

Words Speaking task Presentations FeedbackOrganization/
structure

5

M
inutes

10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Figure 2.
Learning performance
of the four case
students during
the second cycle
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4.4.3 Analysis based on the teaching teacher’s perspective. Again, this part is provided in the
first person and it is the original summary of the teaching person’s perspective:

At the beginning of the lesson, I had the feeling that many children wanted to say the picture
words. When reading out the descriptions to the students, I realized that I had to slow down my
speaking pace substantially to match the children’s drawing speed. I also realized the differences in
the children’s work speed; while some could draw the descriptions immediately, others had
problems with listening and drawing at the same time.

I was amazed by the fact that the intention of this task was immediately recognized by most of the
children and therefore no longer needed to be explained by me. It seemed obvious to the children that
details are important, and that the general description must be made before the detailed description.

The speaking task was well understood by the students. I explained the criteria accurately. I found
the speaking task with the help of the photo to be very productive. The children started to speak
immediately (compared to the parallel group) and I could only see a few pauses in their speaking
when listening to individual groups, compared to the speaking activities of the parallel class.

The performances of the two children doing the speaking task in front of the entire class were very
good and in line with the learning objectives of this lesson. Compared to the presentations in the
first cycle, I noticed major improvements in the structure of the students’ personal descriptions.
They seemed to attach importance to organising the description in a meaningful way.

4.4.4 Analysis based on the students’ perspective. In the written feedback, which was conducted
in the last five minutes of the lesson, 17 out of 18 children stated that they had learned how to
describe a person. It was interesting that nine students noted down that a meaningful
structure, a good organisation and details were important for a personal description.

4.5 Team reflection on the second cycle
The learning object – namely the problem of the structure of the text – was addressed by the
drawing exercise. The observations, the interviews with the case students and the students’
written feedback showed that this exercise had positive effects on the children’s performance.
Nevertheless, in our team we recognised that a differentiation within the drawing task would
have been necessary in order to respond better to the different working speeds of the children.

case student

What did
you like
most?

What was unclear
to you or what
was difficult?

What else would
you like to know? further comments

Student AA (high
achievement level)

Presentation
in front of
the class

Well-prepared because of the
exact criteria, the knowledge
about a good structure of a
personal description and the
words they had learned

Student BB
(medium
achievement level)

Pictures;
speaking
task

Had problems
with the third
drawing

More words so
that the
description can
be more detailed

Could learn the structure of a good
personal description through the
comparison of the drawings

Student CC
(medium
achievement level)

Pictures;
giving
feedback

Student DD (low
achievement level)

Speaking
task;
drawings

Had difficulties
with the drawings
because of lack of
time

More words so
that the
description can
be more detailed

The good explanation by the
teacher about how to give a good
personal description helped the
student

Table IV.
Analysis based on the

interviews with
case students –

second cycle
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Comparing the speaking activity in both cycles, we found that the students used more
time for speaking through bringing a photo with them to class. Especially for students with
lower achievement levels, a photo provides clarity, as can be seen in the comparison of the
two students with low achievement levels (student D and DD).

Data shows that – all in all – we made the right decisions between the first and the
second cycle. Regarding the first and the second activity curves (Figures 1 and 2), we found
a significant improvement in the revised lesson plan. Both curves also show that we can
improve the speaking activity by specifying precise criteria, making it also easier for
students to provide constructive feedback for their classmates.

During the review process of this paper, a reviewer helped us to understand that, in fact,
the lesson was based on two critical features, and one has already been implemented
unintentionally in the first cycle. Between the first and the second cycle, we realised that the
structure of the personal description matters. We have learned that students need to
understand that a good personal description begins with general information followed by
details about the person. However, what we have not realised is that the second critical
feature is that there are two types of personal descriptions: general information vs detailed
information about a person. We have already implemented this critical feature in the first
cycle, although unintentionally, when they showed the students useful (first) vs useless
(second) descriptions in the first ten minutes of the main part.

If we were to do this LS again, we would vary the two critical features of the learning
object “People Description” as follows:

• Critical feature 1: two types of personal description: general description vs detailed
description. Systematic variation: providing only general information vs providing
only detailed information of a person.

• Critical feature 2: the structure in which the information is presented makes a
difference: general description to detailed description vs detailed description to
general description. Systematic variation: providing information from general to
detailed vs providing information from detailed to general.

For a third cycle of this LS, this definition of critical features would be the starting point.

5. Final reflection and conclusions
The paper had two objectives: the first was to focus on the teachers’ perspective when
familiarising themselves with action research, LS and variation theory. The description of
the two LS cycles by the teachers themselves (parts 2 to 4) shows clearly how they learned
from their team reflections and how they drew their consequences for their own teaching
activities. In the first cycle, they were strongly oriented towards their learning design for the
school year, which they had already developed before they came up with the idea of
conducting a LS. However, they had a remarkable learning success during the whole
process. For example, they recognised the advantages of teamwork according to LS. When
preparing the research lesson the teachers of the LS team shared their ideas on how to
implement the content in class. It was a new experience for them to see the different
approaches and how they culminated in a joint design. For all team members, it was a new
experience to see how colleagues start their teaching preparation and which ideas and
previous experiences each individual teacher brought into the discussion. The teachers
learned that the planning of a lesson with different approaches could work out better to
enable student-oriented teaching. They also learned that preparing such a lesson means
sharing responsibility for a lesson that relieves the individual teacher. Another result is that
the professional cooperation within the team has been strengthened; the communication got
focussed on the students’ learning process. In addition, they got motivated to pass on their
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experiences to other teachers because they believed that the implementation of lesson and
learning studies opens doors for innovative teaching approaches and new methods that do
not yet have a tradition in the Austrian school system.

LS and the theory-based exploration of up-to-date learning and teaching approaches such as
variation theory are predestined to improve the quality of teaching at several levels. The
learning experiences of the teachers in this case study are in line with the aims of the PFL
programme: higher self-determination, problem-orientation, closeness to the teaching activities
at school and professional communication (Posch, 1986; Rauch et al., 2014). LS and variation
theory especially seem to focus teachers’ attention on students’ learning needs and on the
critical elements of the learning content (see also Table 2 in Hanfstingl et al., 2018; Ko, 2018).
Variation theory encourages teachers to look at students’ learning in a structured and
theory-based way (Hanfstingl et al., 2019; Lo and Marton, 2011; Marton and Pang, 2008).
Recently, Marton et al. (2019) have highlighted the characteristics of variation theory in the
context of educational objectives and have called for variation theory to be used to focus more
on the learning content itself. Posch (2018), who sees the term action research as an umbrella
term and LS as specification of it, points out the advantage of LS because one learning process
takes place iteratively in two or three analogous cycles. The opportunity to run a second cycle in
the present study helped a lot to deepen the learning progress on teacher and student level.
After this research study, the PFL course team considers implementing LS and variation theory
into the theoretical and practical foundations of the course.

The second goal of this paper was the presentation of a successfully performed LS in
which more and more elements of variation theory were integrated. As already mentioned,
originally it was not intended to implement variation theory in this LS for fear of being
unable to cope. However, after the first cycle, the teacher team recognised which aspect was
a critical feature for the students. The students were not capable to see that a personal
description always starts with general information about the person and ends with details
about the person. The team described it as a coincidence in joined reflection when they
found that the structure of a personal description can be seen as critical feature and can be
variated like variation theory suggests. They discussed this idea with their mentor and she
also realised that it could be a very good and manageable way to improve the students’
learning progress. At the end of the second cycle, everyone was surprised at how quickly the
students had learned, which elements were essential for a good personal description and
how concentrated they were working on the tasks.

It is hard to understand, how the team found the solution “accidentally” with variation
theory. The teacher and first author, who taught the class twice during both LS cycles,
heard of variation theory only in a very short and theoretical introduction without practical
exercises due to lack of time. One possible explanation could be that variation theory, with
its reference to phenomenography and its integration of several learning theories (Marton,
1981), bears a kind of intuitivity. Intuitivity means that variation theory takes into account
theories based on natural and perhaps even innate processes, such as Jean Piaget’s
approach to cognitive development. Recently, Hanfstingl et al. (2019) provided a comparison
between variation theory and Piaget’s theory.
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