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This article outlines and compares two key 
concepts within second language teacher 
education (SLTE)-Exploratory Practice (EP) and 
Fanselovian Premises (FP). It also seeks an 

integration of both approaches in order to 
leverage their combined benefits. To that end, this 
article begins with my personal accounts 

concerning the impetus of the present inquiry, 
coupled with a brief overview of SLTE, an area of 
study that aims to understand how language 
teachers learn and how language teacher 
educators can affect and support that learning. 
Second, it describes EP, a collaborative form of 
practitioner inquiry, and bolsters this description 
with a research example. Third, it explicates FP, a 
list of suggestions for innovative teaching, and 
offers a representative case study. It then 
compares the two concepts for the purpose of 
considering their respective contributions for 
professional development and argues for how an 

EP/FP synthesized approach might improve 
outcomes in the SLTE field. The article concludes 
with suggestions for empirical research of EP and 
FP. 

bases of causal conditionality (i.e., teaching leads to 

student learning) and reasoned causality (i.e., 

teacher education leads to good teaching) (see 

Freeman, 2002; Freeman & Johnson, 2005); rather, I 

learned that language teaching and teacher 

education more recently hinged on: (a) language 

teachers' mental lives whereby their thinking and 

subsequent actions are treated as integral 

(Denscombe, 1982; Freeman, 2002; Lortie, 1975); (b) 

language teachers' identities within socialization 

processes in their contexts of practice (Burns & 
Richards, 2009; Freeman, 2002); and (c) language 

teachers' idiosyncratic cognition, disposition, and 

expertise in their various situated settings (Freeman, 

2002; Walsh & Mann, 2019). 

Within the rich and complex field of SLTE, the 

two approaches that stood out to me were EP and 

FP. Initially, my thoughts on them were a unique 

blend of doubt and exhilaration. While I was 

skeptical about EP and FP because they did not 

appear to be scholarly enough and were seemingly 

too practice oriented, I felt like I had finally 

discovered the means with which to fill the perceived 

gap I had between classroom practice and academic 

research as well as to give a sense of empowerment 
Introduction to classroom teachers and learners, including myself, 

My first encounter with Exploratory Practice in an attainable and rigorous manner. In the past 

(EP) and Fanselovian Premises (FP) took place, decade, therefore, with the belief that both EP and 

serendipitously, at the same time. It was during a FP have the potential to facilitate teacher learning 

master's course on second language teacher and transform the delivery of that learning, I have 

education (SLTE) held in 2011 at a Japanese carried out my lessons by incorporating the essences 

university, when Professor John F. Fanselow of both EP and FP and have conducted several 

introduced me to the seminal book on EP by empirical studies on EP (e.g., Hiratsuka, 2016) and 

Allwright and Hanks (2009). As an in-service teacher on FP (e.g., Hiratsuka, 2017). In the process, I met 

of English at a Japanese high school at the time, due with some (often contradictory) criticisms involving 

to the relevance and practicality I was delighted to EP and FP in the context of Japan, such as: "It [EP/ 

learn in the course about the field of second FP] is neither theoretically nor scientifically sound 

language teacher education that aims to understand enough to be counted as research" and "It [EP/FP] is 

how language teachers learn and how language neither of interest nor of use to Japanese teachers 

teacher educators can affect and support that and learners." Hence, the present study is my 

learning. In particular, I came to recognize that attempt to raise awareness of EP and FP and 

language teaching and teacher education were no consider the value of an EP/FP synthesized approach 

longer regarded as merely acts of transmitting within SLTE, particularly in the context of Japan. I will 

knowledge, which was previously justified on the do this by providing descriptions about EP and FP, 
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introducing examples of their research undertaken in 

Japan, and juxtaposing and synthesizing the two 

concepts. 

Exploratory Practice (EP) 

Exploratory Practice (EP) has many compelling 

features. It is a creative form of practitioner research 

rather than research conducted by third parties in a 

top-down manner; it is democratic as it is the 

research of, by, and for teachers, students, and many 

others who are involved in their immediate language 

education contexts; it is an adaptable framework 

rather than a step-by-step methodology; and it is a 

viable scheme for all to heighten awareness about 

the quality of classroom life. As such, EP practitioners 

work closely together with people around them for 

mutual development in tackling idiosyncratic puzzles 

that arise from their shared endeavors (Allwright & 
Hanks, 2009). EP practitioners are charged with the 

task of exploring what puzzles they grapple with, 

how they delve into them, and why they want to 

make sense of them for the ultimate purpose of 

promoting their understandings about everyday 

teaching and learning practices in the classroom. 

Hanks (2019) has carried out a meta-analysis of 

EP studies to date, indicating EP's widespread 

influence in SLTE by outlining its theoretical 

refinements and a series of empirical studies. In her 

article, Hanks (2019) analyzed 97 articles, chapters, 

and books published within the last twenty-seven 

years, all of which, to varying degrees, discussed the 

conceptual framework of EP and/or recorded EP 

research. Her analysis revealed that EP has taken 

place in a myriad of geographical locations (across 

five continents), educational sectors (schools, 

colleges, universities, and private language schools), 

and contexts (privileged and deprived learning 

environments). Due to EP's ability to integrate 

research and pedagogy, it has gained significant 

attention and has become "an entity in its own right, 

with its own characteristics, [and] its own liquid 

identity" (Hanks, 2019, p. 17 6). 

One illustrative EP study in the context of 

Japan is that of Hiratsuka (2016). In his study, two 

pairs of team teachers from two Japanese high 

schools participated in an EP inquiry over the course 

of four months, which consisted of three cycles with 

four parts: class observation, pair discussion, group 

discussion, and EP story writing. The findings 

suggested that, by and large, the participants (a) 

focused on their shared quality of life and that they 

remained inquisitive about enhancing this 

understanding rather than being overly concerned 

about achieving technical efficiency or solving 

problems, (b) involved everybody for collaborative 

development, and (c) continued their pursuit of 

enriching their lessons by integrating EP-related 

activities into normal teaching. 

Fanselovian Premises (FP) 

Over the years Professor John F. Fanselow has 

been immensely influential in SLTE. He has been 

constantly inspiring language teachers around the 

globe to examine what really happens in their 

classrooms, as opposed to what they think happens. 

He has introduced innovative ways for language 

teachers to observe their own classrooms, reflect on 

their lessons with their colleagues, and create lesson 

activities that might spark learners' curiosity. His 

seminal works have led teachers to question the 

taken-for-granted and challenge the status quo (e.g., 

Fanselow, 1992). He advocates that we should view 

teaching as the practice of reminding learners what 

they already know. In so doing, he argues, learners 

(and their teachers) can develop as autonomous, 

empowered, and responsible practitioners who do 

not get unduly obsessed with "right" answers or rely 

excessively on "superiors." 

Fanselow has recently introduced another 

resource aimed at both new and experienced 

language teachers (Fanselow, 2018). It includes a 

wide array of distinctive classroom activities and 

feedback methods in videos that teachers can watch 

and try out on their own. It was born out of his 

concern that the field of SLTE lacks skepticism. In 

other words, all too often we accept prescriptions 

and labels put forward by researchers without 

enough scrutiny. Consequently, teachers may 

discredit their knowledge and experiences and 

believe that adopting method A automatically results 

in their students achieving B. This means that 

teachers may miss opportunities to deepen their own 

thinking and/or explore other possibilities in the 

classroom. Fanselow also critiques current practices 

whereby teachers often use jargon in universal terms 

to describe classroom activities, such as scaffolding 
and communicative activities. He is worried that 

many teachers use these terms without a sharing of 

interpretations about them. Throughout the years, he 

has proposed Fanselovian Premises (FP) so that 
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teachers do not become uncritical and have the 

courage to make small but effective innovations in 

their teaching. Some of his premises are: (a) make 

small changes to seek teaching effectiveness, (b) use 

materials selected by students and value their voices, 

and (c) integrate speaking, listening, writing, reading, 

and thinking activities. 

Hiratsuka (2017) exemplifies a way to 

implement FP within empirical research. Data in his 

study were gathered, using classroom observation, 

essay writing, and interviews, from 34 pre-service 

teachers who were taking English teaching methods 

courses at a Japanese university. Findings indicated 

that the participants experienced a broad variety of 

feelings and emotions, including doubts, confusions, 

enlightenments, and revelations toward FP enacted 

during the courses. 

Comparison of EP and FP 
As described above, Exploratory Practice (EP) 

and Fanselovian Premises (FP) both have incredible 

potential to invigorate the learning of language 

teachers. I present Table 1 below which illustrates the 

primary goals, purposes, and methods of EP and FP 

comparatively in the hopes that it can consolidate 

our understanding of the two concepts. 

EP FP 

Goals Understanding Innovation 

Purposes 
Quality of 

Change 
classroom life 

Methods 
Normal pedagogic Various activities 

tools with small tweaks 

Table 1. Elements of EP and FP 

In order to clarify the three elements 

categorized above between EP and FP, I will provide 

examples of each of them drawn from the data of 

the two case studies introduced previously in this 

article (Hiratsuka, 2016, 2017). In regard to the goals 

of the respective approaches, EP has encouraged 

language teachers and learners to increase their 

understanding of their classrooms; meanwhile, FP 

has instigated language teachers and learners to be 

innovative in their teaching and learning. Regarding 

EP, one participant of Hiratsuka (2016) claimed that 

"you are encouraged to obviously reflect seriously 

on your perspective". Regarding FP, there was a 

part1c1pant in Hiratsuka (2017) who expressed her 

delight to have arrived at a realization about 

innovative ways of thinking concerning teaching: 

"teachers should know what his or her students want 

to do and what they are interested in and make 

flexible teaching plans and don't [sic] forget the 

students' perspectives that teachers had once had 

before." 

With respect to the purposes of the two 

approaches, EP focuses on raising the quality of 

classroom life, while FP emphasizes changes in 

classroom practices wherever possible. One 

participant of Hiratsuka (2016) who seemed to have 

scrupulously adhered to the EP principles asked 

herself the following question during her EP 

endeavor: "Are my English lessons related to the 

students' lives and concerns?" Meanwhile, one 

participant of Hiratsuka (2017) changed her attitudes 

and perceptions about teaching English as a result of 

taking the university course, which itself was filled 

with unconventional teaching activities and learning 

opportunities mirroring FP. The participant remarked: 

Through this course, I learned that teaching a 

foreign language is not only about giving some 

knowledge for students but also it is about finding 
ways to get students to be excited. When they are 

excited, they can enjoy learning, notice, or find 
something by themselves, and overcome difficult 
things when they are learning. 

As for methods, EP utilizes normal pedagogic 

tools and gathers data without increasing any extra 

burden involving the participation in it; on the other 

hand, FP invites teachers to make small tweaks to 

their usual teaching activities and observe their 

results for enrichment. Another participant of 

Hiratsuka (2016) noted the naturalness and 

authenticity of the EP endeavor: "I was teaching as 

usual, so I could behave naturally.... The class 

observations were not a set-up. You've analyzed 

some students' reactions in the classroom, right? I 

know their reactions were real." As the course 

instructor and one of the participants of the action 

research project inspired by FP in Hiratsuka (2017), I 

also made a small change. After watching the video 

clips of my lessons, I decided to extend wait time in 

my future lessons so that my students could have 

sufficient time to respond to my questions. 
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Synthesis of EP and FP 
The elements of EP and FP have been 

reflected in the comments and practices of the 

participants in the studies (Hiratsuka, 2016, 2017). 

Although the distinctions I made in Table 1 enable us 

to recognize their respective strengths and 

uniqueness to some extent, they are inevitably over

general, considering that the elements of EP and FP 

are intricately interrelated and overlapping. In regard 

to the goals, for instance, it is likely that while EP 

could achieve the development of language 

teachers by adhering to its philosophies and 

principles, it can also encourage the type of 

innovative teaching styles that FP champions. In 

addition, it is quite unlikely that participants take part 

in EP or FP with one single purpose in mind; rather, 

the journey might simultaneously attend to the 

enhancement of quality of classroom life and the 

promotion of changes in pedagogy. 

Just like a pair of trousers sometimes consists 

of only one fabric and other times of many different 

fabrics (e.g., canvas and corduroy), is created from 

different kinds of fibers, be they natural products 

(e.g., cotton) or artificially generated (e.g., nylon) or a 

mix of both, and is made through different types of 

weave (e.g., plain and twill), EP and FP can stand on 

their own and achieve their own purposes; at the 

same time, they can augment one another and 

together provide extraordinary professional 

development methodologies and opportunities for 

making a real breakthrough in teaching and learning. 

In other words, we can synthesize a variety of fabrics 

(EP: understanding; FP: innovation) made of differing 

natural and artificial fibers (EP: quality of classroom 

life; FP: change), using multiple types of weave (EP: 

normal pedagogic tools; FP: various activities with 

small tweaks) for improving the effectiveness of SLTE. 

Each EP and FP venture might fluidly change its 

portions and thickness of their elements, dependent 

upon the researchers' intentions and participants' 

experiences. Neither concept is better nor worse but 

the two should be added (as a pair) to the repertoire 

of our experiences. Thus, some of the characteristics 

and the benefits of the EP/FP synthesized approach 

include: 

• Greater goals: Only after we are conscious of 

what we actually say and do in the classroom, 

might we be able to craft an innovative 

lesson by introducing familiar activities with 

different pacing and different sequencing. 

Conversely, an innovative lesson might reveal 

aspects of our lessons of which we were not 

previously aware, thereby leading to a 

deeper understanding of our lessons. 

• Dual purposes: It might be the case that 

when we are content with the quality of 

classroom life and feel comfortable with our 

teaching, we are willing to make changes. In 

reverse, it is possible that when we make 

changes in our teaching, we can break free of 

our comfort zones and enhance the quality of 

classroom life. 

• Joint methods: By employing our usual 

classroom pedagogic activities as 

investigative tools as well as making just 

small, manageable tweaks to them in our 

day-to-day teaching, we can explore our 

teaching and promote professional 

development effectively and feasibly. 

Concluding Remarks 

I set out this article by sketching out my 

personal experience within SLTE and delineating the 

two concepts, EP and FP, which have captured 

international attention for quite a while among SLTE 

researchers. The originality of this article comes from 

the comparison and contrast of EP and FP, using 

exemplary case studies in the context of Japan, and 

newly contributed by proposing a synthesis of EP 

and FP for furthering the efforts of language teacher 

development. It is important that classroom teachers 

are encouraged to apply the EP/FP synthesized 

approach in whatever the manner they see fit in their 

own contexts. Again, EP and FP are built on the 

premise that those who are in the actual classrooms 

are the protagonists of their journeys. 

To conclude, I propose three new directions 

for future EP and FP studies. The first direction is to 

examine what similarities and differences there exist 

between the effects of EP and those of FP on 

teachers' perceptions and practices. The second is 

that longitudinal studies should be undertaken (one 

year or more) of the same group of teachers and 

students to observe and record the immediate and 

long-lasting impacts of the EP/FP synthesized 

approach on their teaching and learning. The final 

direction is to carry out comparative studies whereby 

one group of participants has access to substantial 

resources about EP and FP (detailed explanations 
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about what EP/FP entails, numerous methodology 

examples, and findings from previous EP and FP 

studies) at the outset of the endeavor, for example, 

in the form of lectures, and the other does not. In 

other words, future research can concentrate on the 

divergences (if any) between the experiences of 

those who had sufficient access to the resources and 

those who did not. If there were divergences, 

researchers could then analyze in what way the initial 

input about EP and FP makes a difference in the 

participants' experiences and why. The results of 

such studies would be valuable for designing a 

prototype of the initial phase of an EP/FP 

synthesized intervention to which classroom teachers 

and other stakeholders can use as a reference. 
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