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Teacher development for learner autonomy:
images and issues from five projects

Manuel Jiménez Raya
University of Granada, Spain

Flavia Vieira
University of Minho, Portugal

1 Introduction

“Like the artisans who construct a building from blue-
prints, bricks, and mortar, scientists contribute to a
common edifice called knowledge, Theorists provide
the blueprints and researchers collect the data that are
the bricks.

o extend the analogy further, we might say that
research synthesists are the bricklavers and hod carri-
ers of the science guild. [tis their job to stack the bricks
according to plan and apply the mortar that halds the

structure together.” (Cooper & Hedges 19494 4)

In the field of learner autonomy in language education, theorists and
researchers have provided us with various “blueprinis” and "bricks” that
can help us understand the rationale and implications of pedagogy for
autonomy, Yet, there have not been many attempts to “stick the bricks
according to plan and apply the mortar that holds the structure toget her”.
A significant exception is Benson's (2001) review, which highlights the
conceptual and methodological diversity in the field, as well as the need
to further investigate the effectiveness of different practices.

One of the approaches identified in the literature is what Benson calls
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“teacher-based”, where the emphasis is on professional development g
a path to promote learner autonomy. However, as the author conel
accounts of teacher education programmes directed at learner auto or '
are scarce and we do not know much about their effectiveness (op. !
I76). In fact we might say that, despite the rise to prominence of learn,
autonomy as an educational goal in language education in Europe, 2
even though the need for appropriate teacher education programmes
widely acknowledged, the dearth of research on leacher development fe
learner autonomy (TDLA) is remarkable. This is the justitication for
chapter, where we propose to take a close look at five TDLA projects eor
ducted in four different European countries (Sweden, Portugal, Fi:ﬂanﬁ
and Ireland), so as to uncover images of teacher development, Ieam"_l.!'!f
autonomy and research that emerge from publications on those pr{.‘rjeﬂté.
Rather than describing each project, our purpose is to raise critical iSsles
that emerge from a comparative analysis, so as open upthe debate on the.
interplay of teacher development (TD) and learner autonomy (LA). Our
approach is thus interpretative and exploratory,

We are aware of the shortcomings and constraints inherent in our
task. Going back to Cooper and Hedges' analogy, we do not dare to see
ourselves as “bricklavers and hod carriers of the science guild”. As they
suggest, this is a highly complex task as theory blueprints and data bricks
seldom fall into neat “categories” or “structures”. We would rather see
ourselves as critical inquirers, seeking to problematize TDLA rather than
reaching definite conclusions,

2  Methodology

We looked for candidate studies by searching databases, examining
reference lists and reports, reviewing prominent books and journals, and
consulting colleagues. The domain of our review was published research
on TDLA projects in Europe over the past two decades ( T9H5-2005), that
met the following criteria:
* Clear articulation between TD and LA
* Involvement of teachers (or student teachers) in peda gogical -

quiry

* Empirical evidence of project impact {on teachers and/or learners)

images and issues from five projects

« Significance in terms of length and type of approach o
Apart from problems related to availability and language of pu b]lCﬂtlDl.‘l,
we are aware that a lot of research, especially that which is conducted
for academic purposes in postgraduate education, is often not published
internationally, which leaves it largely unnoticed. Furthermore, differ-
ences in type and length of publication (e.g. reporl vs. conference paper)
have implications for their style and information load, which surely af-
fecls interpretation.

Bearing these limitations in mind, we analysed 12 publications (see
Appendix 1) on five TDLA projects that met all our criteria:

Differentiation in the Tenching of English (Diff-Eng)
[R. Eriksson (in collaboration with . Miliander); Sweden, 1988-

1990]
In-service teacher development for communicative language teach-

ing and self-directed learning as an approach to individualization

Pedagosy for midonomy: a project in professional development and pedn-

qugteal experimentation
[F. Vieira, G. Branco, M. A. Moreira, Portugal, 1993-96| _
In-service reflective teacher development towards pedagogy for

autonomy through action research

Action research s a strategy for reflective student teacher developrent
[F. Vieira. M.A. Moreira, L. Barbosa, M. Paiva, 1.5. Fernandes;

Portugal, since 1995]
Pre-service reflective teacher development towards pedagogy for
autonomy through action research

Lastrter, curriculum and culttural change - OK School Development Project

(OK Project)
[V. Kohonen, P. Kaikkonen; Finland, 1994-98]
In-service teacher development for a collegial school culture and

learner autonomy
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Learer Awtonony Project

[12. Little, ). Ridley, E. Ushioda; Ireland, 19597 -2001 |

|:1v'1£.1.‘.-IL2{' teacher development for promaoting communicative
proficiency through an autonomy-based approach

Fhese projects were all set up and evaluated by academic teacher educa-
tors fresearchers (TE/ Rs), and all the publications consulted were written
by them. Information on the projects is briefly presented in Appendix
. .

We started by summarizing each project in a grid that included the
parameters indicated in Table 1.We then took a more critical look at the
projects, taking inlto consideration two conceptual framieworks related g
reflective teacher education and pedagogical research:

* Dimensions of inquiry-oriented teacher education (Tom 1985): arena
of the problematic, model of inquiry, and ontological status of edu-
cational phenomena; .

* Typology of data gathering and data-analysis procedures in peda-
gogical research {(adapted from Freeman 1996),

Phis second stage of analysis helped us uncover images of teacher devel-

opment, learner autonomy and research within the p-rcnif-rte:, and identify

critical issues that may be relevant as we envisage further directions for

(research into) TTILA,

We now proceed to a presentation of main conclusions from out

TDEA Propert Condext f|||L-._-'-rih-|||.|-

Setting iplace and time)
3
Participantsand wile of eachor eddeators f rescarchors

TTHA Progect Dseption Fescus and goals -
Lomceptual f ethical framoework [assumptions and principles)
Fescher devilopment strtvgies
Research strategies and Hpes of dali
Ciinings, short omings, and comstrainis

1II||‘|I-.'.'I|-Il‘II- and mecommenditions

5 Il
Critival l==ts lesuen rased by TE/ Ry

Lesupest paiseed by wis §Feom owr interpretation of projoects)

lable 1
Paramelers for project summary
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analysis. Projects will be hereafter identified by the initial letters of the

L |,1t'1'q_‘l_-'.l1nn._iini.:| countries (e SF - Swedish P!'l.]il;‘l..‘l]l.

3 Images of teacher development and learner
autonomy

The complexity of teaching as characterized by the individuality
af students, the dynamic nature of classroom interachons and the
demand for innovation defies any claim that teachers may be somply
implementters of something Hat gains its legitintey elseaohere (Grundy

[O9H: 31)

All the projects put a significant emphasis on the roleof the teachers
as reflective practitioners, pedagogical inquirers and agents of change.
FHowever, not all aathors clarify their position as regards nguiry-orierted
teacher edcation, which can take several meanings and be translated inlo
different practices, with different outcomes.

Tom (1985) proposes three dimensions that can be used to distin-
guish between alternative approaches to inquiry-oriented teacher edu-
cation: the arena of the problematic, the model of teacher inquiry, and
the ontological status of educational phenomena. He represents these
dimensions along three interrelated continua as in Table 2, and while
admitting that moving towards the right pole of the continua is difficult,
he also assumes that it is crucial for fostering critical change.

We can say that all the five projects presuppose that educational
phenoinena are socially constructed, since they are all based on classroom
inquiry as a means to transform the conditions of teaching and learning
so as to enhance teacher and learner growth. However, looking at the
arena of the problematic and the model of inquiry will help us identity
variations and shortcomings as regards Tom's continua above.

What is rendered problemalic in the projects under review is prima-
rily the process of teaching and learmng (narrow scope), altheugh broader
issues are sometimes raised about the school culture (values, discourses,

and practices), curriculum development, university-school partnerships,

community development, and the emancipatory potential of teacher edu-
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Dimensions of inguiry-oriented teacher education (based on Tom 1985)

cation {particularly in PP2 and FP). Whal is not always clear, however, is
the role played by teachers in raising and problematizing these issues, as
the TE/ Rs" theoretical background and ideological stances seem to play
a decisive role in defining wiaf is rendered problematic, This normative
arientation is also evident in the establishment of pre-defined principles
thatare intended to guide pedagogical action, the extensive use of lectures
and workshops led by the TE/ Rs themselves or invited experts, or the
clear-cut distinction between pedagogical and research objectives, which
often entails a differentiation of roles in data collection and analysis (these
three aspects are parlicularly evident in SFand [P). We can thus say thal
all projects combine top-down and bottom-up approaches to pedagogical
imnovation, although the relative weight of cach varies actoss projects.
This issue is explicitly raised by the researchers of PP2: can the nonnative

nature of feacher education be articalated will an emancipatory view of teacher
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development?

Another important aspect regarding the arena of the problematic
is the way TE/Rs articulate teacher and learner autonomy, which seems
to range [rom viewing teacher autonomy as a pn_'u.'lhl_t,:,r.bgjl._'dl means bo
promofe learner autonomy to viewing teacher and learner autonomy as
i]'lhl'l.hu:'li'li' phcnunwnn within a vision of education as empowerment
and transtormation. The second perspective is more clearly paolitical
as it problematizes the extent to which the values and ideologies of
schooling favour democratic education. A related aspect concerns the
primary status of LA asa means to develop communicative ability or an
educational goal in itself, The former is more discipline-specific than the
latter, which is especially evident in FI where a link between autonomy
and cross-disciplinary values education is claimed. Again, we might say
that this perspective is more politically-oriented in that it highlights the
idenlogical nature ol teaching and learming.

Mevertheless, even if conceptual variations exist, practical opera-
tiomalizations of pedagogy for autonomy seem to reflect a rather narrow
view of autonomy as a personal attribute and a condition for self-managed
learning that involves the willingness and capacity to conduct one’s own
education (Candy 1991}, For example, if wir take Benson's (1997} “vor-
sions of autontomy” - technical, psychological and political -, we cansay
that the political dimension of LA, that is, control over the content and
processes of one's own learning involving some kind of active engage-
mient in social criticism and for social change, is largely absent. Actually,
the moral and political contours of LA i practice are seldom discussed
or evidenced in the images we get from descriptions and examples of
pedagogical experimentation in schools

The common assumption that pedagogy for autonomy is flexible
and context-sensitive is illustrated by the fact that these projects streas
not only different aspects of LA — experiential and intercultural learn-
ing, self-direction, individualization, reflection, awareness, self-regula
tion and metacognition, negotiation and decision making, personal and
social responsibility, empowerment, and communicative proficiency -,

but also different pedagogical principles to enable LA. However, these

differences of foci seem to result also from the Fact that local choices are
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|n"|T1I..{I..'it~' determined by the TE/ Rs' convictions and previous research, Asg
we said before, they seem to play a decisive role in defining what is ren :
dered problematic, and this means that diversity within each progra o
i5 lower than diversity anong projects 1:!'f|‘Irl-5.ll.: evaluate L']'nﬁ:l:nnmt:&:
transferability are scarce, although one of the projects (IR) aimed to verifuj}
the feasibility of approaches developed in other countries, -
As regards models of teacher mguiry, they are either characterized
as "pedagogical experimentation” (SP and IP) or “action research” (PP1/2
and FP). Both entail the integration of knowledge and action, as well ag
some form of data collection and analysis, which means that results from
imquiry can provide teacher educators with some suidance on 'l.'»'i'luf:n'iight
Best promote LA, However, it is difficult to say whether such inquiry is
“commonsense” or “disciplined” (see table 2 above), especially lwca-usé
publications do not present detailed accounts of teacher action. On the
other hand, we need to ask: What 15 a disciplined teacher researcher? In
our view, it is nota teacher who replicates academic research |_'_||'4_\|;g}1_l1_11-g'5
s0 as to become an expert in pedagogical research. It is rather a teaches
who: (a) develops a critical understanding of education by ingquiring
into theories, practices and contexts; (H) dey elops action (rescarch) plans
whereby the paralysing effect of situational constraints I.h counteracted,
the limits of freedom are challenged, and possibilities are explored; (¢)
realizes the importance of making choices and assuming responsibility,
taking risks and being creative, managing tensions and dilemmas, deal-
ing with -11111?'L;_’,I.Ii|.:|. and u neertainty, 11L'|..‘,UIji.Hi115 and ..'n|'|'rl'|rr||'ni,~_."i]'|,g: {d)
L‘H;_‘I.J_E-.E:i in self-/co-evaluation of professional development processes
and outcomes on the basis of locally relevant eriteria: and () disseminates
experiences and confronts his/her voice with other voices within the
professional community, so as to contribute to the emergence of collective
knowledge, language and practice (Vieira 2003}, .

The TDLA projects under review appear to presuppose this view
of teacher research, but we would need more 1|1rn1'mmi.q_:|| on teacher
inquiry processes to account for this interpretation, Publications in our
corpus tend to emphasize a second level of inquiry, that is, research un-
dertaken by the TE/Rs themselves 50 as to evaluate the uHF'L:c.t of their

nroerammes, We e o imaves ¢
prog nes. We now move to images of this evaluative research, where
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issues regarding the ontological status of sducational phenomena will
.1:: [ fa }

hecome more evident

4 Images of research into TDLA

In our interpretation of how TDLA programmes are evaluated, we
will focus on methodological choices, the roles played by parlicipants, and
impact results, Before we start though, 1t must be said that our analysis
s mostly tentative and speculative, as texis often lack detailed informa-
tion on research issues (except for longer reports, as in the case of 1P
and SP). For example, paradigmatic orientalions are seldom discussed,
the rationale for research imstruments is somehmes net clearly stated,
rosearch instruments are not always presented, and the procedures for
data analysis are often only briefly explained

41 What counts as methodology and who does what
An overview of data gathering and analysis procedures s
in the five TDLA projects is presented in Table 3, on the basis of categories

adapted from Freeman (1 996). Evaluative research undertaken in these

studies is mostly second-order, thus acknowledging the ontological status

of educational phenomena as social constructions. Data collection proce-

dures are mostly ex post facto and data is basically indirect and internal,
deriving from retrospective accounts from teachers and students in the
form of reflective records/ narratives, questionnaires, and interviews.

Research strategies are strongly person-oriented, focussing on the so-

cially-constructed, language-mediated meanings that teac hers and, in
some cases, students weave,

Second-order research typically uncovers and documents the
participants’ understandings of phenomena rather than the phenomena
themselves (Fre
smy is what really i= (reality is not out there to be objectively

eman 1996). The problem as we seeat s not W hether

what people
captured), but whether percephonsare enough to evaluate TDLA pro-
_order and second-order data can be usefully triangulated

rrammes, First
and

s0 as to identify convergence or divergence between representalions
practices (for e.g, in P2 dala from one supervisor discourse is compared
tor thal supervisor's representations ol her own discourse, in order o
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disclose potential biases in both researcher and supervisor interpreta
Hons)

Although the studies value context-sensitive action and understand-
ings, it seems that they also aim at verifying the local validity of TE/Rs
hypotheses about how TDLA can be promoted, on the basis of their own
previous research and convictions about how it should be promoted,
This has implications for the foc of data collection and methods of data
inalysis, which seem to be lareely determined by the TE/Rs” thearetical
and/ or value frameworks. In other words, it is fundamentally the TE/ Rs
asenda that determines what gets analyvsed and how, even when a col-

iborative stance is claimed. This reinforces our previous analysis of the
prominent role of TE/Rs in determining what is rendered problematic
within TDLA programmes

A related 1ssue 15 that, although TE/ Rs assume a participafory stance
15 beacher educators, they tend to assume a decloratioe stance as research-
ers, since they are responsible for asse nbling and analysing information
(from various sources, individuals, and conlexts), and also tor dissemi
nating the projects, They often .hfnpr a meta-perspective w hich obscures
the singularity and richness of teachers’ experience, though glimpses of
it are provided in the form of samples from parficipants’ discourse and
practices, As a resull, leachers' stories are often left untold.

Research into TDLA thus reveals a role dicliotomy at several levels:
teachers develop a scholarship of teaching and learning, whereas teacher
el Alors,) resean hers develd P primal iy a s |'ll=l|.'|”-!'|i'|" of teacher edu
cation; data collection procedures are either proposed by researchers o
pegoliated with teachers, but never totally teacher-determined; teacher
inquiry feeds back directly into researcher inquiry (through data collec-

dent: while teachers evaluate their

o), whereas the reverse is not 5o e
local practice and the impact of programmes on an individual basis, re
searchers tend to take a more global, meta-analytical, evaluative stance;
finally, researchers assume major responsibility for data analysis and
dissemination of findings, whereas teachers (and students) assume an
active role in pedagogical experimentation and data-generation. In sum,
wie can say that the processes of inquiry involved in the production of

knowledge within TDLA projects are asymmetrically distributed, and
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the gains for teachers and researchers are differentiated. Although this
is not necessarily negative, it does raise questions about the possibilities

and limits of the democratization of educational mauiry.

4.2 What results tell us about the impact of TDLA projects
The outcomes of the projects refer to both LA and TD, although
the emphasis on one or the other may differ. .

On the whole, TDLA seems to have a positive impact upon several
aspects of learner autonomy, although all authors seem to agree that
autonomy is a very complex phenomenon, both theoretically and practj-
cally, which limits our ability to ‘'measure’ it. Major gains include involves
ment and respensibility, self-awareness, ability to reflect on learning and
make learning decisions, use of target language, task management and
selt-regulation strategies, and cooperative learming. As far as teacher
development is concerned, positive putcomes are indicated as regards
the teachers” enhanced notion of professional competence and identity,
self-knowledge, critical awareness of pedagogical choices, ability to dq_ﬂ;a!
with constraints, willingness and ability to inquire into prarin“-_-, ability
to promote and monitor learner development, and development of col-
tegial relationships (within/ among schools and with university TE/ Rs),
Itseems, therefore, that TDLA programmes can have a significant irmpack
upon learmer anid teacher empowerment, although the scope of that impact
varies according to contextual variables and the particular foci of each
programme,

Ihere seems to be agreement that pedagogy for autonomy requires a
never-ending commitment to the planning, monitoring and evaluation of
practice, that is, the successful implementation of pedagogical principles
over time depends on continuous questioning and experimentation. This
commects with the idea that TDLA is a gradual process that is influenced
by personal biographies and social environments. As illustrated in one of
the projects (FP), the traditional emphasis of school on cognitive learning
can be an impediment to LA, and the same can be said about students’
ingrained beliefs and learning habits, which may explain discrepancies
between leacher intention and learner perception. Situational constraints

related to time and workload management, class size, traditional testing
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syvstemis; resistance from colleagues and students, ditferent degrees of
teacher involvement, and emotional aspects of change (e.g. feelings of
uncertainty and insuificiency) are also pointed out, Two of the projects (51
and IP) further refer to the problem of leacher recruitment and dropouts
in their programmes, Overall, it seems that research on contextual factors
that may facilitate or hinder TDLA is crucial o understand teacher-based
approaches to autonomy,

Our interpretation of results was largely determined by the informa-
tion provided. We believe that more detailed information on the contex!
and nature of teacher inquiry would allow readers to better judge the in-
novative potential of the projects and assess their transferability to similar
settings. We also think that the studies make evident the need for further
research that explores alternative designs, particularly as regards the
triangulation of first- and second-order data, more detailed ethnographic
accounts of teacher and learnoer dl'vl'h‘rpnu'llt, amd a ;qu‘.lh'l' imvolvement

of teachers in evaluation procedures
5 Future (emerging) directions

If we wish to live ina society enlightened about teaching and teacher
education, we will need to look for those truths that have real
consequences for teachers, students, and s ety and o find ways
tar shed the ]i:—‘rh' ol 5;im|.u-_-.h|p on many dark corners. (Shulman

2002; 253)

Ome of the most important features of the fve TDLA projects re-
viewed is their social relevance, that is, they all aim at understanding and
improving the quality of teachers’ and students” lives through school-
based inguiry

We believe that critical pedagogical inquiry should empower teach-
ers epistemologically and politically, This means that TDLA projects need
to create opportunities for teachers to develop a sense of the complexity
and uncertainty of educational situations, a stance of openness towards
risk and ambiguity, and an ability to uncover and manage constramnts

through inguiry; it further implies that teachers play an active role in

_—-—-ﬂ—
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detining research and pedagogical agendas, analysing data, and diss

seminating their experiments to large audiences lhr:mgh publications,

Academics can invest more in supporting teacher-written narratives,
assembling and editing them as case collections, thus prov iding lhe edi.
cational community with autobiographical accounts of how the processeg
ot teacher and learner development unfold,

I'he shift from the still prévailing image of the teacher as consumer
and technician to an expanded conception of the teacher as knowir,
thinker, inquirer and agent of change, has implications for the duration,
content and design of TOLA programmes: lomg-term, autonomy-based
mquiry-oriented methodologies seem to have high potential lu-ﬁuppm‘;
teacher and learner growth as interdependent phenomena; collaboration
amang teachers and school-university partnerships also seem (o enhange
the emancipatory potenitial of Progranmes,

The projects show different degrees of success in encouraging
change and innovation towards LA, since ideological and material cone
ditions within teacher education institutions, schools, and societios may
establish limits on the range of options available to both teachers an.:;I
teacher educators (Zeichner & Gore 1990), Therefore, more research is
needed to determine which factors account for teacher and learner res
sistance or commibment to autonomy as an educational goal. This might
include disclosing the forces (institutional, political, ecanomical ...} thal
underming pedagogy for autonomy, interrogating their legitimacy, and

creating niches of resistance that counteract their pernicious effects, For
example, as one of the TE/Rs (FP) points out, although transformative
learning requires time, professional effort and administrative support,
these conditions are often counteracted by efficiency-oriented quality con-
trol mechanisms, It would also be important to ilt"..'l_"-ifl?_"{rlq_' the social and
psychological mechanisms inherent in ¢ hange processes, which would
help us adjust TDLA programmes to local contexts and assess thetr value
and shortcomings more throroughly. On the other hand, follow -up studies
I.-muld.uuul.r us lo assess the long-term effects of those programmes and
get insights on what conditions enable sustainable change

[he Fict that autonomy is a multidimensional construct and a

dévileara e i ;
evel e ntal Process, “an asped t of the t\"nji_'_i.'l'll'“._: anl .Il'."ll'l‘.lil".L: process
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thal is ambiguous in terms of cause and effect”, and therefore does not
lend itself to conventional forms of empirical research (Benson 2003
282y, limits our ability to assess autonomy or the impact of teaching on
autonomy development. Moreover, since school-based inquiry is a lways
context-sensitive and idiosyncratic, our ability to generalize practical
rules or principles for action is also limited. These factors necessartly af-
fect the nature of research into TDLA, especially in terms of the relation
between theory and practice; “We are, it seems, constanily looking lor
new ways of implementing the broad idea of autonomy, and each new
way appears to add a little more to the meaning of the idea itsel(” (Benson
003: 281). However, the trustworthiness of research into IDLA can be
ercatly enhanced through multi-case research and comparative studies,
Furthermore, a multi-methodological research approach can be expected
to provide a more encompassing picture of TD stratesies for LA, thus
maximizing the value of insights gained.
Finally, it is crucial that teacher educators inguire critically into
their practices so as to understand and improve them. Developing a
scholarship of teacher education is a requisite for reflective TDLA, and
the projects here analysed are examples of what that scholarship may look
like. They certainly “shed the light of scholarship on many dark corners”
af the interplay of teacher development and learner autonomy, bul they
also reveal some dark corners of scholarship itself: Whose interests does
it serve? Who controls the conditions for inquiry and innovation? Whose
knawledge is validated? Whose voice is made public?... We believe that
these kind of questions need to be more clearly addressed in studies ol
IDLA. Answers will often be ambiguous and uncomfortable, as is usually
the case in critical inquiry, but only by pursuing them can we realize the

emancipatory |*crn-r1':m| and limits of our choices as teacher educators
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