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As part of a large-scale study, the present study explored the impact of research practice 
on professional development for English language teaching (ELT) in higher education. 
To this end, 10 masters students, 10 doctoral students and 10 university professors in 
ELT in different high-ranking state universities in Iran participated in the study. A 
narrative frame was first used to collect data about the participants’ research practice in 
higher education. Subsequently, a semi-structured interview was conducted with the 
participants individually to triangulate the results of the narratives and yield more 
profound insights into the participants’ research impact in ELT higher education. 
Grounded theory, used to analyse the data, uncovered a number of themes and 
categories addressing the impact of research on professional development in higher 
education for masters and doctoral students and university professors. A number of 
themes were uncovered for the following generated categories: growth of knowledge and 
skills in ELT, positive impact on professional teaching practice and qualifications. 
Implications and recommendations are provided for research practice in higher 
education. 

 
Introduction  
 
Masters and doctoral students, as postgraduates and university professors in higher 
education are engaged both with (i.e. through reading) and in (i.e. through doing) research 
(Borg & Liu, 2013; Daniel, Kumar & Omar, 2018; Mantai, 2017; Rahimi, Yousofi & 
Moradkhani, 2019a, 2019b; Xu, 2014). The researchers’ research engagement 
(interchangeably referred to as research practice) assists their own professional 
development and research skills and knowledge base growth more broadly (Gibbs et al., 
2017; Hajdarpasic, Brew & Popenici, 2014; Wald & Harland, 2017). 
 
In English language teaching (ELT), in higher education in particular, a number of studies 
have addressed the impact of research on professional development (Borg & Liu, 2013; 
Xu, 2014). However, the impact of research practice of masters and doctoral students and 
university professors, as the three stakeholders of research in ELT higher education 
context, has not been explored and compared. Exploring and disentangling the influence 
of masters and doctoral students’ and university professors’ research practice in ELT 
higher education yield insights into how research practice contributes to professional 
development. 
 
In response to this research lacuna, the current study set out to explore the impact of 
masters’ and doctoral students’ and professors’ research practice on their professional 
development for ELT higher education. The findings might benefit the ELT researchers’ 
research activities in higher education. Following the viewpoints of masters and doctoral 
students and university professors, policymakers and officers in higher education might 
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help improve the dominant research practice in ELT higher education. The findings could 
also benefit other researchers, policymakers and officers in broader higher education 
disciplines, since clarifying the research impact of masters and doctoral students and 
university professors in this manner is a common goal in many higher education settings. 
 
Review of the literature 
 
Following Borg (2010), research engagement/research practice in higher education refers 
to masters and doctoral students’ and university professors’ engagement both with 
research (i.e. reading published research articles and books) and in research (i.e. doing 
qualitative and/or quantitative research individually or collaboratively). Researchers 
engaged both with and in research are believed to enhance their professional 
development. Professional development refers to a comprehensive, sustained and 
intensive approach to developing researchers’ knowledge base and effectiveness in 
teaching and research practice (van den Bergh, Ros & Beijaard, 2014). Professional 
development entails such activities in higher education as attending workshops, writing 
descriptions of effective teaching and research practices, following experts’ opinions or 
peer consultation and involvement in course development processes. In this study, 
masters and doctoral students’ and university professors’ direct involvement with and in 
research can contribute to their professional development. Nevertheless, not being 
engaged with and in research activities, competitive pressures in doing and publishing 
research for promotion, problems of the published research articles and the deterrent 
effect of the immediate context, can hamper masters and doctoral students’ and university 
professors’ professional development. 
 
A number of studies have addressed academics’ research engagement (Allison & Carey, 
2007; Borg & Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg & Liu, 2013; Xu, 2014). Some academics claim a 
positive association between their research engagement and professional teaching practice 
(Brew, 2010; Hammersley, 2004; Jenkins, 2000; Neumann, 1993; Rahimi & Weisi, 2018a, 
2018b; Rahimi, Yousofi & Moradkhani, 2018; Robertson & Bond, 2001). For example, 
Rahimi et al. (2018) quantitatively explored the contribution of research engagement to 
professional development in ELT higher education, finding that postgraduates and 
instructors hold positive perceptions towards the impact of research activities on 
professional development. For instance, they indicated that research activities influence 
ELT knowledge positively by connecting the research findings to the researchers’ own 
classroom context. Hargreaves (2001) and Lankshear and Knobel (2004) also claimed that 
being engaged with and in research positively influenced teachers’ professional teaching 
practice. It is argued that teachers engaging in research discover relevant knowledge for 
their professional teaching development (Smith, 2014). 
 
Moreover, it has been suggested that in order to take a more “innovatory, as opposed to 
implementary, role in curriculum development”, teachers should adopt the perspective of 
researchers (Gurney, 1989, pp. 15). Therefore, teachers’ research engagement brings about 
“the creation of a problem-solving mindset, the improvement of teachers’ instructional 
decision-making processes, the increase of teachers’ professional status and the 
empowerment of teachers in bringing about changes at classroom, district, state and 
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national levels” (Olson, 1990, p. 17-18). In a similar vein, Edwards and Burns (2016) 
argued that action research has a durable impact on English language teachers’ teaching 
practice. They proposed that teachers involved in action research are more confident, 
have an excellent rapport with their students, are more research-engaged and well-known 
by other teachers in the field. They maintained that institutional support and teachers’ 
own motivation are necessary to ensure the sustainability of the teachers’ research 
engagement. It is claimed that English language teachers involved in action research are 
more knowledgeable in their professional teaching, develop awareness and reflectivity, 
collaborate more with their colleagues (Atay, 2008), think critically and reflectively about 
their classroom problems (Allwright & Hanks, 2009) and positively develop their sense of 
self-efficacy in their teaching practice (Cabaroglu, 2014).  
 
Lindsay, Breen and Jenkins (2002) and Neumann (1993) explored the perceptions of 
senior academic administrators towards the impact of research activities in higher 
education, finding that research developed knowledge, enquiry and publications. Lindsay 
et al. (2002), on the other hand, examined undergraduate and postgraduate students’ 
perceptions towards the impact of lecturer research practice on student learning. They 
indicated positive perceptions held by the students on the increased quantity and quality 
of the lecturers’ research. Similarly, Hajdarpasic et al. (2014) indicated that undergraduates 
had a positive attitude towards academics’ research practice. They also revealed that 
academic research practice had a positive influence on undergraduates’ learning, 
motivation and research performance. Hattie and Marsh (1996) and Jensen (1988) 
capitalised on the link between research and teaching in higher education. Similarly, Smith 
and Smith (2012) maintained that research and teaching “together … are more than just 
the sum of the parts” (p. 471). Mägi and Beerkens (2016) further suggested that 
academics, actively engaged both with and in research in higher education, link their 
research outcomes to their teaching practice and motivate their postgraduate students to 
conduct and publish research studies with them. 
 
Moreover, academics may encourage students to be involved in a variety of research-
based activities and apply different pedagogical practices for their learners to adopt a 
deeper approach to their learning (Belcher & Hirvela, 2005; Brew 2010; González-
Ocampo & Castelló, 2018; Ohashi, Ohashi & Paltridge, 2008; Ozay, 2012; Trigwell, 2005) 
and become more satisfied (Jenkins, 2004) and motivated (Durning & Jenkins 2005) in 
their learning. In order to link research and professional teaching in higher education, the 
research practice of the academics should be managed in a way that develops their own 
knowledge and students’ learning (Jenkins, 2000). Jenkins and Zetter (2003), on the other 
hand, argued that the academic departments should create this link in order to fulfil a 
productive relationship. Elton (2001) claimed that positive links between research practice 
and professional teaching in higher education might be due to the processes rather than 
the outcomes of research and teaching and that student-centred teaching and learning 
processes are more favourable towards a positive link between research and teaching. This 
link between research and teaching in higher education has been conceptualised variously 
as “research-enhanced teaching” (Brew, 2010), “research-led teaching” (Mayson & 
Schapper, 2012), “teaching-research relationship” (Jenkins, 2004), “teaching-research 
nexus” (Neumann, 1993) and “research-based learning” (Brew, 2013). 
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However, a number of studies have found no association between research engagement 
and professional teaching practice in some academic settings (Benton & Cashin, 2012; 
Brown, 1995; Centra, 1983; Feldman, 1987; Hattie & Marsh 1996; Jenkins, 2004; Marsh & 
Hattie 2002; Ramsden & Moses 1992). For example, Ramsden and Moses (1992) explored 
the association between research and undergraduate teaching in an Australian higher 
education setting. They showed either no relation or a negative relation between research 
output and the effectiveness of professional teaching, both at the individual and 
department levels in all subject areas. Centra (1983) further investigated associations 
between research productivity and teaching effectiveness of a large number of academics 
in various fields of study from a variety of institutions. The findings indicated that, save 
for social science disciplines, there were no significant correlations between research 
productivity of academics and students’ ratings of their teaching effectiveness. This might 
be due to the fact that publishing research in such academic contexts is high on the 
researchers’ list of priorities and that the increase in the number of publication has not 
changed the number of research articles that these research producers read (Weiner, 
2001). 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
The current study hinges on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) Communities of Practice (CoP) theory. 
To this aim, this study explores the impact of ELT research engagement on professional 
development by exploring and disentangling the views of masters and doctoral students 
and university professors in ELT higher education, who cooperatively partake in and 
negotiate meanings around a shared academic research practice using shared repertoires in 
pursuit of a joint enterprise. In this academic CoP, masters and doctoral students could be 
considered as peripheral members and university professors could be considered as the 
core members. Based on this theory, the peripheral members do not have full access to 
the repertoire of resources of the community (Wenger, 1998). Moreover, increased 
participation in the academic CoP (in this study, participation in research activities) should 
lead to better learning outcomes (in this study, professional development) (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). 
 
An academic CoP involves a number of mechanisms that lead results and discussion in 
the present study. Mutual engagement in research practice, considered as one of the CoP 
mechanisms, deals with the researchers’ collaboration in their research activities and 
considers the researchers as a social entity. Research practice as a joint-enterprise, 
considered as another mechanism, deals with the researchers’ objectives in engaging with 
and in research practice in the CoP. The third mechanism, shared repertoire, shows how 
the communal resources in the CoP, such as discourse of the community, tools, genres, 
etc., facilitate the researchers’ research activities (Wenger 1998). In this study, researchers 
collaboratively publish research studies, whilst using the shared resources of the 
community, in order to pursue their own goals, such as promotion, qualification, etc. 
 
Gaps in the literature and the aim of the study 
 
As the review of the literature displays, being engaged with and in research in academic 
CoP might have a positive (Lindsay et al., 2002) or no impact (Ramsden & Moses, 1992) 
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on academics’ professional development (developing knowledge base and skills in 
teaching and research practice in higher education). Although the influence of research 
practice in higher education has been explored extensively, no research studies have 
explored the impact of research engagement on the professional development of 
university professors as well as masters and doctoral students in ELT higher education. 
To deal with this gap and to address the purpose of the study, we explore the impact of 
masters and doctoral students’ and university professors’ research engagement on their 
professional development in the academic CoP. Therefore, the following research 
question is addressed: 
 

How does engagement with/in research contribute to the professional development of 
masters and doctoral students and university professors in ELT higher education? 

 
Method 
 
Context of the study 
 
Master of arts (MA) and doctor of philosophy (PhD) courses in ELT higher education in 
the present context require these postgraduates to cover ELT courses and do research 
projects accordingly. Moreover, the courses require the masters and doctoral students to 
conduct their dissertation/thesis and extract and publish research studies. Through such 
research engagement, masters students enrich their curriculum vitae (CV) to be admitted 
into a PhD course and doctoral students enrich their CVs to become university professors 
in the academic CoP. University professors are required to publish research studies with 
their masters and doctoral students in the ELT higher education in order to remain in and 
continue their academic work and achieve promotion. 
 
Participants 
 
The target sample of the study were 10 masters students, 10 doctoral students and 10 
university professors in ELT in several high-ranking state universities in Iran. All three 
groups are considered to be within the academic research CoP in the Iranian ELT higher 
education setting. The masters students comprised six males and four females, aged about 
25 to 33 years, and were in the second year of their academic study. The doctoral students 
comprised seven males and three females, age range 29 to 35 years and in the first, second, 
or third year of their academic study. The university professors included assistant, 
associate and full professors, age range of 34-45 years, all male, with professional teaching 
experience in ELT higher education ranging from 4 to 20 years. 
 
In order to protect the identity of the participants and for ethical reasons, M1, M2, … and 
M10 were used as the masters students’ pseudonyms, D1, D2, …; D10 for the doctoral 
students’ pseudonyms; and U1, U2, … and U10 for the university professors’ 
pseudonyms. 
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Instruments 
 
A narrative frame (Riessman, 2008) (see Appendix A), developed by the present authors, 
was applied to collect initial data about the participants’ research practice. Narrative 
frames provide the participants of the research study with guidance and support in the 
structure and content (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008). Following this, the first 
author/researcher developed a template of frames comprising 8 items. The narrative 
frame examines the participants’ demographic information, the institutional requirements 
for research activities, the characteristics of good research, engagement with and in 
research and the influence of such research practices. The validity of the narrative frame 
was checked by piloting it with five participants and consulting with some experts in ELT 
in higher education over the pilot results. The narrative frame was distributed both in hard 
copy and online. 
 
In-depth semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix B), developed by the authors, 
were conducted with the participants individually to check their views about the impact of 
ELT research engagement on professional development. The interview questions 
explored the nexus of research practice with practical knowledge, the impact of research 
engagement on professional development, the influence of contextual factors, etc. 
 
The narrative frame and the interview questions were complementary in that they both 
contributed to the collected data. The participating masters and doctoral students and 
university professors had adequate time to ponder over the narrative-frame items and 
provide deep and extensive explanations. Although during the interview sessions the 
participants had little time to think about the questions, the first author/researcher could 
ask more questions, based on the participants’ responses and look for more and relevant 
details. In the interview sessions, the first author/researcher carefully scrutinised the 
narrative frames and connected the narrative-frame items with the interview questions so 
as to elicit more information about the impact of research practice on professional 
development for the three groups of stakeholders in ELT higher education. Due to the 
above-mentioned reasons, we used written forms of data collection before oral forms in 
order to triangulate the collected data in a preferable way. 
 
Procedures 
 
The data collection for the present study took place during the academic year of 2017-
2018. The narrative frame, providing an emic perspective to the area under investigation, 
was first distributed among the participants either online (12 participants) or in hard copy 
(18 participants). The participants were asked to address the narrative frame items in 
Kurdish (14 participants), Persian (9 participants), or English (7 participants). After 
rewriting the narratives in English as coherent and condensed stories, they were returned 
to the participants to check their authenticity. The first author/researcher also negotiated 
with the participants to uncover a number of themes out of their stories. The participants 
were asked to illuminate the information they provided in the narrative frame. The 
masters and doctoral students and university professors then participated in semi-
structured interviews, which further provided an emic perspective to the area. The 
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interviews were in Kurdish or Persian and took about 30 to 50 minutes. In the interview 
session, the participants elaborated on their written narratives and the interview questions. 
Interviews were recorded, transcribed and then translated into English. 
 
Following Creswell (2007), the credibility of the narrative frame and the interview data 
was checked using member checking techniques. The first author/researcher clarified the 
information in each question during the interview session to develop the accuracy of the 
responses. Then, the transcribed narrative and interview data were returned to the 
participants to check for their accuracy and authenticity. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) was applied to analyse the data of the narrative frame 
and the interview. Grounded theory is a way to uncover the prominent themes in a 
particular area through systematic observation and/or interaction (Charmaz, 2006). It 
provides guidelines for qualitative data collection and analysis through which grounded 
theory constructs its own theories (Charmaz, 2006). As a result, following the open 
thematic coding, the transcribed narratives and interviews in this study were coded (i.e. 
open coding) to uncover a number of themes about the impact of research engagement 
on professional development. The uncovered themes were then categorised based on their 
content (i.e. axial coding). Additionally, a label was assigned to each category to cover the 
categorised themes (i.e. labelling). The processes of open coding, categorising and 
labelling of the themes and categories followed a bottom-up approach. 
 
Following Gass and Mackey (2000), inter-rater reliability was conducted to diminish the 
subjectivity and bias in the segmentation, categorisation and labelling. To this aim, the first 
author/researcher and another expert and experienced researcher checked the 
segmentation, categorisation and labelling of the themes and categories and made the 
required modifications. 
 
Results 
 
In this section, the uncovered categories and themes related to the research impact of 
masters and doctoral students and university professors, who form an academic CoP in an 
ELT higher education setting, are reported. By analysing the data, a number of categories 
and themes related to the participants’ attitudes and perceptions towards the impact of 
their research practice on their professional development were uncovered (see Table 1). 
 
Growth of knowledge and skills in ELT 
 
As the results indicate, the participants in all groups stated that the most important impact 
of their research activities is that it develops their knowledge and skills in ELT and helps 
them stay up-to-date in this realm. The doctoral students and university professors 
claimed that being engaged with and in research contribute to their academic writing skills, 
since they read relevant research articles and do their own research projects accordingly. 
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They could further develop their research skills through the journal reviewers’ 
constructive comments and advice. The masters and doctoral students argued that 
research practice helps them find and address the research gaps in the literature and 
develop a close relationship with other researchers in the academic CoP.  
 

Table 1: Categories of research impact on professional development in ELT  
higher education for masters students, doctoral students and university professors  

 

Categories Themes Examples Mas-
ters 

Doct-
oral 

Prof-
essors 

1. Growth of 
knowledge 
and skills in 
ELT 

1. Increasing one’s 
knowledge 

Doing research has a great impact on 
my professional development, since I 
read a lot of relevant articles through 
which I increase my knowledge. (M1, 
Interview) 

P P P 

2. Keeping one’s 
knowledge up-to-
date 

I read research a lot, because I think I 
can keep my knowledge up to date by 
reading these articles. (U3, Interview) 

P P P 

3. Developing 
academic writing 
skills necessary for 
research articles 

The research that I read makes me 
familiar with the writing and structure 
of the article. (D9, Narrative Frame 
and Interview) 

– P P 

4. Developing rese-
arch ability through 
the reviewers’ cons-
tructive comments 

The feedback that we receive from 
the reviewers can influence our 
experience and knowledge to a great 
extent. (D5, Interview) 

– P P 

5. Finding and 
bridging the gaps in 
the literature 

I read research and find gaps in the 
literature and conduct research to 
bridge the gaps. (M2, Narrative 
Frame) 

P P – 

6. Developing a 
close collaboration 
among the 
researchers 

Doing research makes an amicable 
relationship and cooperation with 
other classmates and researchers and 
contributes to our professional 
development. (M1, Interview) 

P P – 

2. Positive 
impact on 
professional 
teaching 
practice 

1. Connecting 
research findings to 
the classroom 
context 

I think about these findings and apply 
them in the class; if they are 
successful I do it regularly in the class. 
(U2, Narrative Frame and Interview) 

P P P 

2. Having direct 
impact of doing and 
indirect impact of 
reading research 

When we do a research study, we are 
directly involved in the study, so it has 
more impact on our professional 
teaching practice than reading 
research. (D10, Interview) 

P P – 

3. Becoming a more 
proficient instructor 

We can find teaching and/or learning 
issues in our classes, conduct research 
studies accord-ingly and find the 
solutions to those issues. (D4, 
Narrative Frame) 

– P P 
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4. Introducing suit-
able research 
articles to the 
students to do res-
earch accordingly 

Based on the students’ needs I read 
and enhance my professional 
development in order to help them 
develop theirs. (U8, Interview) 

– – P 

3. Qualific-
ation 

1. Being admitted 
into a higher 
education level 

Most of the points required to 
become an associate professor are 
related to our research publication, 
thesis supervision, translation, etc. 
Even being the first or second author 
and the corresponding author in the 
published research articles affect our 
promotion. After getting promoted to 
a higher education rank, the university 
professors gradually lose their 
enthusiasm for publishing joint 
research studies with their students. 
(U4, Narrative Frame and Interview) 

P P P 

2. Fulfilling the 
course requirements 

We can defend our thesis if and only 
if we publish an article in an 
accredited journal. (D2, Narrative 
Frame and Interview) 

P P – 

3. Enriching one’s 
CV 

I continue doing and reading research 
to enrich my CV so that I might be 
accepted as a university professor in 
the future. (D10, Interview) 

P P – 

Note: Ticks (P) indicate that the corresponding theme was extracted from the group’s collected 
data, whilst dashes (–) show the lack of the theme in participants’ data. 
 
Positive impact on professional teaching practice 
 
The postgraduate students and university professors claimed that they connect the 
research findings to the classroom context and develop their professional teaching 
practice in that regard. The postgraduates thought that doing research directly influences 
their professional teaching practice as they are involved in the research processes; 
however, reading research has an indirect influence on teaching practice, since they are 
not directly involved in the research processes. The doctoral students and university 
professors stated that being engaged with and in research help them become more 
proficient instructors, whilst the masters students did not take any notice of this research 
impact. The university professors further claimed that they could introduce suitable 
research articles to their students through their research engagement so that the students 
could work on better research studies.  
 
Qualification 
 
The masters and doctoral students and university professors also argued that their 
research practice positively influences their admission into a higher education level. The 
postgraduate students stated that reading and doing research help them enrich their CV 
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for higher education level and/or find a job and the university professors get their 
promotion to a higher education rank (i.e. they become associate or full professors). The 
masters and doctoral students could further accomplish the course requirements through 
doing and publishing research, such as receiving the required mark and passing the 
courses.  
 
Discussion 
 
Drawing on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) CoP, the present study sought to explore the 
impact of research practice on the professional development of masters and doctoral 
students and university professors in ELT higher education. The findings generated a 
number of themes and categories. The results of the study are discussed in the light of the 
available literature and the status of ELT higher education in Iran. 
 
First, it was found that research practice in ELT higher education improves postgraduates’ 
and university professors’ knowledge and research skills. In a similar vein, Neumann 
(1993) indicated that research engagement develops academics’ knowledge in higher 
education. In much the same vein, Hajdarpasic et al. (2014) argued that academics’ 
research engagement contributes to students’ professional development. It is believed that 
researchers directly involved with and in research (e.g. masters and doctoral students) 
enhance their professional development to a greater extent in comparison with researchers 
who are indirectly involved in reading and doing research (e.g. university professors) 
(Neumann, 1993). The postgraduate students in the present context conduct the research 
studies themselves and read relevant papers accordingly, which is supposed to contribute 
to their professional development directly. Most of the university professors, on the other 
hand, just supervise the research studies with their masters and doctoral students, which 
might subsequently have an indirect influence on their professionalism in the academic 
CoP. 
 
The findings also indicated that research activities in ELT higher education develop 
postgraduates’ and university professors’ professional teaching practice. In line with the 
findings of this study, Borg (2010) argued that engaging with and in research develop 
professional language teaching practice. Similarly, Lindsay et al. (2002) indicated positive 
impact of lecturer research practice on student learning. Following Mägi and Beerkens 
(2016) and the findings of the study, postgraduate students and university professors need 
to be both instructors and researchers in the academic CoP, to enhance their professional 
development and contribute to the education system more broadly. For this, universities 
need “to increase the circumstances in which teaching and research have occasion to meet 
and to provide rewards not only for better teaching or for better research but for 
demonstrations of the integration between teaching and research” (Hattie & Marsh, 1996, 
p. 533). 
 
The results further showed that research activities in ELT higher education contribute to 
masters and doctoral students’ and university professors’ qualification or promotion. Borg 
and Liu (2013) and Xu (2014), in a similar line, argued that university professors are 
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extrinsically engaged with and in research in the academic CoP to get their promotion to a 
higher rank. Similarly, Sorenson and Lawson (2011) claimed that students carry out 
research as part of a course of study individually or collaboratively in order to contribute 
to their final grade for the course, rather than for academic objectives. Even a PhD thesis, 
which is assumed to be a momentous and long-term research project, is often thought of 
as “a stepping stone into a PhD career ... not a noble prize” (Mullins & Kiley, 2002, p. 
386). In the present context, the pinnacle of masters and doctoral students’ academic 
achievement is often receiving the academic degree and this is attainable if the students 
accomplish the course requisites, the most important of which are doing and writing 
research studies for the courses and thesis. To become an English instructor, educational 
policies require the qualifications and academic degree of the candidates as evidence for 
their professionalism (Barduhn & Johnson, 2009), so this provokes a strong desire to gain 
the academic qualification and might lead to neglect of a professionalism-oriented 
approach to education. 
 
As is evident from the discussions above, research practice in ELT higher education can 
yield positive results for the researchers’ professional development. However, as was 
mentioned by the participants, some contextual impediments make the majority of the 
researchers read and do research for instrumental purposes, which might subsequently 
discourage the researchers’ professionalism. The findings indicate that universities 
evaluate university professors by the number of their published research articles and the 
credibility of the journal in which they have published their research studies, which is 
consistent to some extent with Xu’s (2014) findings. Hence, in order to obtain promotion 
to associate or full professor, university professors have no alternative but to increase the 
number of their published articles in high-ranking journals by compelling their masters 
and doctoral students to become the university professors’ ghost-writers in order to do, 
write and publish research studies for university professors, one way or another. The best 
university professors are those who have more published research articles, especially in 
high-ranking journals, not those with great, applicable and useful research studies. 
 
On the other hand, some competent researchers who do not use such strategies to 
increase the number of their published research articles, either cannot find their way to 
this ELT higher education system, or do not obtain promotion to a higher rank. 
Competent researchers carry out research to deal with teaching and/or learning issues in 
education and develop new ideas to improve teaching and learning in this regard, so they 
might work on their research studies for a long time and be unable to publish many 
research studies in a short and limited time. As long as the quality and the findings of the 
research studies are not important for the masters and doctoral students and university 
professors in the present context, they conduct research studies about topics whose 
results are already clear, or with findings that may have little or no application for 
teaching, learning and/or education and hence do not contribute to the researchers’ 
professional development. However, postgraduate students are encouraged and rewarded 
(through high marks) by university professors, whilst the professors are rewarded and 
promoted to a higher rank by the university. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this study, we explored the impact of masters students’, doctoral students’ and 
university professors’ research practice on their professional development in ELT higher 
education, by drawing on CoP theory. Having analysed the data, some themes and 
categories were uncovered (e.g. growth of knowledge and skills in ELT, positive impact 
on professional teaching practice and qualifications). The findings of the study might be 
fruitful for policymakers, officials in higher education and masters and doctoral students, 
university professors and teacher educators in ELT higher education. More specifically, 
the findings have implications for ELT higher education in developing countries, such as 
Iran, where some impediments have made research activities difficult for the researchers. 
 
Educational policymakers and officials in higher education, considering the findings, 
might be able to help improve research studies conducted in higher education and hence 
the professional development of the masters and doctoral students and university 
professors. Masters and doctoral students and university professors could consider the 
findings and improve their research performance accordingly. With regard to the findings 
of the study, administrators and teacher educators could further train ELT instructors to 
develop their research performance to appropriately address their own teaching and 
students’ learning issues in the classroom. The implications of the study can benefit other 
researchers in various higher education settings, since the aforementioned research 
practice exercised by masters and doctoral students and university professors are regarded 
as common goals in many higher education settings. 
 
However, despite the deep exploration of the participants’ research practice in ELT higher 
education, we could not confidently claim that all aspects of research impact have been 
addressed in ELT higher education. Therefore, future researchers can explore the research 
impact of masters and doctoral students and university professors in ELT higher 
education using other methods of data collection and analyses. Moreover, replicating the 
study in other higher education settings and exploring masters and doctoral students and 
university professors’ research practice from a wide range of disciplines might further our 
insights into the impact of research practice on professional development in more detail. 
In addition, as it was found in this study, masters and doctoral students must publish, 
especially in Western high-ranking and peer-reviewed journals, so as to complete their 
MA/PhD studies at university. Hence, future research might further address the topic of 
difficulties encountered in gaining research article acceptances from Western journals 
publishing only in English. One more potential topic for future research is post-
graduation aspirations for ELT career in higher education. ELT researchers may explore 
the paths that the postgraduates follow from their studies into their career, in order to find 
optimum ways to progress. 
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Appendix A: Survey of narrative frame 
 
1. I am    (name), a university professor/doctoral student/masters 

student, in     and working/studying at   
 University. I have been working/studying for  years and I am now a(n)  
   (professional title).  

 
2. The requirements of my university for my research practice are: 
 
3. My university will award or punish university professors’/doctoral students’/masters 

students’ research performance, for example: 
 
4. I think the main characteristics of a good research in the realm of English language 

teaching are: 
 
5. I read research   (frequency), because: 
 
6. I do research   (frequency), because: 
 
7. I think reading and doing research have positive/negative impact on my professional 

development because: 
 
8. My attitudes/motivation towards research could be summarised as: 
 
9. If         , my research 

practice would improve. 
 
 
Appendix B: Interview questions 
 
1. What are the characteristics of a good research in the realm of English language teaching? 
2. What was the best research that you did? Why do you think it was the best one? 
3. What was the worst research that you did? Why do you think it was the worst one? 
4. What is your main motivation for research engagement? 
5. How frequently do you read published research in English language teaching? How and 

why do you read research? How do you usually access or find out about relevant research? 
6. Does the research you read influence your professional practice? Why or why not? 
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7. How do you meld your research knowledge (through reading) with your professional 
practice? 

8. How frequently do you do research in English language teaching? How and why do you do 
research? 

9. Does the research you do influence your professional practice? Why or why not? 
10. How do you meld your research practice (through doing) with your professional practice? 
11. What do you think of the relationship between research and studying/teaching in higher 

education? 
12. Do you associate your research engagement with your qualifications, experience and 

university? 
 
 

Masoud Rahimi did his PhD in Applied Linguistics at Razi University, Kermanshah, 
Iran from 22 September 2016 to 13 March 2019. His research focuses on L2 research 
practice, L2 teacher education and teaching language skills. He has published extensively 
in international journals, such as Research Papers in Education, Thinking Skills and 
Creativity, Computer Assisted Language Learning and Issues in Educational Research. 
He has also presented extensively in both international and national conferences. 
Email: rahimimasoud87@gmail.com, rahimi.tefl@yahoo.com 
Web: http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0684-2087 
 
Nouroddin Yousofi is an assistant professor in Applied Linguistics at Razi University, 
Kermanshah, Iran. His main research interests include language teaching and translation. 
He has published research articles in his areas of interest in local and international 
journals. 
Email: nyousofi@yahoo.com 
 
Shahab Moradkhani is an assistant professor in Applied Linguistics at Razi University, 
Kermanshah, Iran. His main research interests include L2 teacher education and teaching 
language skills. He has published and presented research articles in his areas of interest in 
local and international journals. 
Email: moradkhani.shahab@gmail.com 
 
Please cite as: Rahimi, M., Yousofi, N. & Moradkhani, S. (2019). Research practice and 
professional development for university teaching of English: A qualitative study. Issues in 
Educational Research, 29(4), 1295-1312. http://www.iier.org.au/iier29/rahimi.pdf 

 


