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Abstract 

“Teachers as Researchers” is a concept that suggests integrating research practice into the 
teaching profession to improve the quality of classroom instruction. Contextually, little is 
known about research practice in both teacher education and school-based teaching in 
Cambodia. Aiming to reveal the status quo of research practice in teacher education in 
Cambodia, this qualitative case study was conducted to investigate student teachers’ 
perceptions of Pedagogical Research Training (PRT) in their two-year pre-service program. 
The study employed focus group discussions (FGD) with the 22 PRT-experiential student 
teachers from four Regional Teacher Training Centres (RTTCs) to examine the significance 
and challenges of the PRT. The qualitative data from the FGD were analyzed using category 
coding techniques, corroborated with content and discourse analysis. The findings showed that 
student teachers perceived the PRT as a means to gain professional qualifications. However, 
their research enthusiasm was significantly hindered by the insufficiency of academic support 
and slightly affected by workload, financial limitations and limited knowledge of foreign 
language and ICT. These findings have implications for those involved in the implementation 
and development of the pre-service curriculum while Cambodian teacher education is making 
its way to university.   
 

Keywords: Teachers as researchers; Pre-service; Student teachers; Perceptions 
 

1. Introduction 

While the quality of education is vital for societal development, the quality of teachers is even 
more critical because it is a predictor of such quality of education. Developing effective teacher 
education systems is considered as one of the local and international strategies for improving 
not only the quality of teachers but also the quality of education as a long-term goal. However, 
the process of qualifying teachers is context-based. Different educational contexts need 
different strategies in developing effective teacher education, which in turn depends on the 
diversity of local recourses, socioeconomic conditions and political motivation (The World 
Bank, 2013). There are also different models of teacher education for schoolteachers. 
According to Robinson (2017), a  teacher education system might be one or a mixture of the 
following models: 1) pre-industrial trends, 2) apprenticeship and work-based learning, 3) 
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specialist normal schools or training college programs, and 4) the university-based teacher 
education.  

 
Robinson (2017) elaborates on the roles of university in teacher education as follows: 

 

In contrast with the key characteristics of the training college model …, the 
involvement of universities in teacher education has crudely highlighted an almost 
opposite set of characteristics. These includes: a focus on the preparation of secondary-
level teachers; the recruitment of students with higher academic qualifications and 
often from higher social class backgrounds; and the development of a strong theoretical 
or scientific basis for teaching, rather than a practical or vocational one. (p. 57) 

 
The trend towards university in teacher education is also considered as a main factor for the 
inclusion of research practice in the teacher education programs/curriculum. Research practice 
has had a high reputation in the process of professional education because it generates 
contextual knowledge (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). The needs of emancipation of teachers’ 
thinking also emphasize the significant role of research in the teacher education sector because 
research sets free educationists’ practices (Carol & John, 1995). At the same time, research 
seem to have a powerful influence on educational policies and school reforms. 
 
Apart from academic research practice in higher education, “Teachers as Researchers” is a 
concept that proposes integrating research practices into teacher education and teaching 
profession to promote teachers’ professional growth. Such a conception encourages school-
based teachers to continuously engage in/with research, particularly action research, to develop 
personally and professionally. Since research practices have long been considered as an 
effective tool for fostering teachers’ competencies and professional development (Bullock, 
2016; Carol & John, 1995; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999b; Odhiambo, 2010; Price, 2001), 
research activities could be found in many initial teacher education programs and school-based 
practices.  There are, however, different research practices in the teaching profession. 
Basically, teacher research within teacher education and teaching profession stemmed from 
teachers’ work, mainly in forms of “teachers’ journals, oral inquiries, classroom/school studies, 
and essays” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). There are also similar catchy phrases (e.g., action 
research, classroom research, practitioner research, teacher research and pedagogical research) 
used to describe those research practices in various institutional contexts (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 1993; Feldman et al., 2004; Gurung & Schwartz, 2009; Odhiambo, 2010; Zeichner & 
Noffke, 2001). Evidence from empirical studies show that research engagement during pre-
service teacher education benefits student teachers in terms of professional knowledge, 
instructional skills, collaboration and professional identities (Corzo & Ram, 2009; Hine, 2013; 
Kasula, 2015; Lattimer, 2012). Other findings have shown that research practices are effective 
for professional development and career learning (Beck & Kosnik, 2017, p. 117; Castle, 2006; 
Hwa, 2014; Willegems et al., 2018).  
 



Cambodian Journal of Educational Development      P. Chhem 
 

Volume 01 June 2021 15 

In Cambodia, teacher education has been developed gradually since the early 1980s. It is 
moving towards university-based teacher education (TTD, 2015). For example, two out of the 
six Regional Teacher Training Centres (RTTCs) across the country have considered upgrading 
their institutional status by piloting a university-based teacher education program since 2018. 
However, the concept of Teachers as Researchers has been introduced in the pre-service 
teacher training program since the late 1980s. In fact, there has been a series of research 
development within this teacher education system. Eventually, research training in the pre-
service program was formally introduced in the 12+2 pre-service teacher training program in 
2011 under the name “Pedagogical Research Training”.  
 
However, little is known about research practice in both teacher education and school-based 
teaching in Cambodia. In this regard, an empirical study on the pedagogical research training 
at RTTCs is required as it will help to elucidate the factual position and function of research 
training and practice as well as to shed light on the future development of research within the 
teacher education curriculum as RTTCs are preparing to develop into university-based teacher 
education institutions.  
 
Therefore, this study attempts to fill this knowledge gap and to develop as better understanding 
of reveal the status quo of research training/practice in the pre-service teacher training program 
at four Regional Teacher Training Centres in Cambodia. To achieve this aim, perspectives of 
student teachers who are pedagogical research practitioners are examined through two main 
research questions:  

1. How do student teachers at RTTCs perceive the roles of research training?  

2. What do student teachers at RTTCs perceive as challenges during their research 
practice? 

 
The diversity of education systems, policy borrowing, and localization have caused ambiguities 
in terminological usage in the field of teacher education (Beck & Kosnik, 2017, p. 107). While 
“teacher education” in this study denotes the overall educational systems designed for 
qualifying teachers (Beck & Kosnik, 2017; Singh & Verma, 2016; TTD, 2013), the context-
based term “teacher training” is used to refer to the 2-year-long pre-service programs in 
Cambodian teacher education systems. This study uses the term “teacher educator” to describe 
someone who is bound with one or more responsibilities to provide student teachers with in-
class lessons, to supervise student teachers during the practicum, and to supervise student 
teachers during research practices. Likewise, “student teacher” refers to someone who has 
enrolled in a pre-service program. Meanwhile, the term “research training,” or more precisely 
“Pedagogical Research Training” (PRT), refers to one training activity in the training 
curriculum for Cambodian pre-service programs for student teachers. Purposively, PRT is 
selected as a reduced, focused case of this study. 
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2. Literature review 

2.1 Competing views on research for the teaching profession 

Research, or other popular forms of teacher inquiry such as action research, can now be seen 
in most teacher education programs. It is observable that research outcomes have emerged as 
a mandatory requirement for graduation, yet research studies share less attention and shelter 
under the practicum curriculum during, mainly, the final stage of teacher education programs 
(Akyel, 2015; Faikhamta & Clarke, 2013; Lovat et al., 1995). Integrating research into teacher 
education programs, specifically during the practicum, can push student teachers to acquire 
more knowledge to supplement what they have learned through coursework in class. It is 
particularly helpful if the coursework within the main curriculum might fail to provide student 
teachers with knowledge and skills that they need for their teaching career. Moreover, research 
training has been considered as a useful tool for student teachers’ learning beyond the boundary 
of teacher education programs. Bullock (2016, p. 381) described research within teacher 
education as “one powerful way to encourage teacher candidates to develop authority over their 
own experiences.” Thus, research activities provide student teachers with opportunities to learn 
from observations and critiques of their own professional trials during their first-hand teaching 
practices or internships.  

 
However, it is sometimes argued that research competes with other demands and challenges of 
the teaching profession such as time constraints, expertise and professional identities. First, 
most teachers do not have much time because besides teaching, they are supposed to involve 
in other activities such as official meetings, parental meetings, lesson planning, and 
administration tasks. Hammersley (1993) raised a concern that the space for research in the 
lives of teachers today has become less than it used to be (p. 441). During the practicum, teacher 
trainees who are novice teachers act as schoolteachers, so they must spend a significant amount 
of time to learn to teach, making them have less time to focus on research. Second, although 
teachers and teacher trainees may have some research experiences from their general education 
or teacher education programs, their research competencies are always questionable.  
In short, they have been trained in the teacher education program to become teachers rather 
than researchers. Although teacher research conducted by classroom teachers might be more 
practical for classroom practice, it cannot totally replace research done by academic researchers 
(Hammersley, 1993). This is because teachers and researchers are two different professions, 
bearing with different public credentials and serving different communities’ needs. It is 
unsophisticated to equate one occupation to another—i.e., to equate teachers with researchers 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). 
 
2.2 Conceptualization of research for teachers 

According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), teacher research could be identified by three 
main criteria. First, teacher research should be systematic. The term “systematic” in Cochran-
Smith and Lytle’s description was confined to the fact that teachers conduct research in a 
logical flow, from setting up researchable questions, to gathering and recording information, 
to analysing and reporting by some means and/or in some form. Second, teacher research 
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should be intentional. The term “intentional” here referred to a sense of clear objectives in 
conducting research. This means that teacher research should be led by a planned and deliberate 
activity. Finally, teacher research should be designed as a form of inquiry. The term “inquiry” 
in in this context means that “teacher research stems from or generates questions and reflects 
teachers’ desires to make sense of their own experiences” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 
24).  

 
From the conventional perspectives, there are always questions about how teacher research 
makes any academic contributions to the literature because teacher research is usually 
considered small-scale research. However, it should be viewed that all pieces of knowledge 
should be counted as worthy for teachers’ professional improvement and that the contribution 
might be seen later when all bits of knowledge from teacher research have been compiled. 
Similarly, the validity and reliability criteria of teacher research should be review differently 
from research conducted by academic researchers.   
 

2.3 The role of research in teacher education programs 

2.3.1 Research in the pre-service program   

The role of research within teaching profession has become more and more fundamental 
because both conducting and consuming research are believed to benefit teachers’ knowledge, 
skills, and beliefs in their profession (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a). Regarding the 
significance of research engagement, different versions of practitioner research have been 
integrated into most of today’s teacher education programs in the form of final research projects 
or coursework assignments for pre-service teachers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999b). In most 
cases, student teachers were (and still are) required to conduct small-scale, school-based 
research during the practicum or internship programs because it is believed to be the most 
appropriate period when student teachers can have chances to learn about the teaching 
profession in a real-world context. The teaching practicum is not only a platform where student 
teachers experienced their teaching career first-hand (White & Forgasz, 2017) but it is also the 
time for cultivating positive attitudes towards teacher research. The new educational 
environment of practice schools and pedagogical theories that student teachers had learnt from 
their teacher education coursework might function as “critical incidents” (Carol & John, 1995) 
which led teacher trainees to have many research questions. By looking from another angle, if 
the practicum was a space for professional learning, then teacher trainees’ research stance was 
even more important. In fact, without research stance or research attitudes, teacher trainees 
might fail to observe, reflect on themselves, or learn from the best practices of others to 
improve their skills. In short, a clear research stance provides meanings to the practicum.  

 
The significance of integrating research into the pre-service program has been widely 
discussed. Medwell and Wray (2014) developed a project which involved research 
collaboration of eight student teachers during their pre-service education programs to examine 
the importance of research undertaking for pre-service teachers. It was found that by engaging 
in authentic research projects, student teachers benefited in terms of reflective and inquiry skills 
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through their exposure to and analysis of problems related to teaching and learning in the real 
school contexts. Studies of student teachers’ thinking on research showed that engaging with 
research during pre-service teacher education programs helped student teachers to form 
professional identities through self-reflection (see Gitlin et al., 1999; Lattimer, 2012; Martine 
& Nogués, 2015). These studies also found that both reading and producing research helped 
student teachers to improve not only their knowledge of schooling but also their positive 
thinking about research. Some researchers also found that research engagement during the pre-
service program raised student teachers’ awareness of professional development as they asked 
educational questions about classroom dynamics and framed their own instruction based on 
their understanding (see Akyel, 2015; Lattimer, 2012). 
 
Castle (2006) suggested that if teacher education programs wanted to promote autonomy or 
teachers’ rationales for teaching, then research should be included as an inquiry component of 
the programs. In the same field of professional knowledge, other studies on research programs 
within the pre-service teacher education found that conducting research during the practicum 
helped student teachers to improve their awareness of teachers’ roles, increase their reflective 
skills, enhance their research skills, and raise the effectiveness of curriculum implementation 
(e.g., Corzo & Ram, 2009; Lattimer, 2012; Martine & Nogués, 2015; Price, 2001). 
Furthermore, student teachers themselves had reported that research practice benefited them in 
the aspects of professional knowledge and curriculum, confidence, and teamwork (see 
Lattimer, 2012; Niemi, 2012). 
 
Research activities within the undergraduate program complied with efforts of enhancing 
student-centred learning and teaching because by engaging in research, participants gained not 
only knowledge but also critical thinking and reflective skills. Research involvement also 
improved learning strategies and self-directed learning. Bower (2010, p. 50) pointed out that 
research was a learner-centred practice which fostered enquiry, problem-solving, academic 
performance, and confidence. According to Bower (2010), integrating research into the 
undergraduate curriculum helped improve research knowledge and skills and motivated 
students to engage in research. In the same way as in other disciplines at university levels, 
research should be included in the teacher education curriculum to benefit student teachers in 
getting insights into teaching theories and practice during their teacher education programs. 
Medwell and Wray (2014) showed that student teachers who cooperated in classroom research 
during their pre-service program developed their research knowledge, improved their reflective 
thinking, and built their identities as school-based teacher-researchers.  
 
Akyel (2015) studied 22 student teachers’ perceptions of the extent to which research helped 
them in terms of professional development. The study showed that student teachers benefited 
from engaging in research during the teacher education program and that they gained insights 
into teaching and learning from their own research project (Akyel, 2015). Research also 
provided student teachers with the opportunity to “learn in and from their own practice” and to 
reflect on their own practice. However, in their role as novice teachers and as novice 
researchers, student teachers needed fundamental help and support in terms of comprehensive 
induction course and practical guidance from experienced researchers (Akyel, 2015). 
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2.3.2 Research after the pre-service program 

So far, different models of teacher education programs have been provided to novice teachers. 
However, no single model has been proved to provide student teachers with the complete 
professional knowledge and skills needed for their future career. Meanwhile, a new trend of 
teacher education suggests an interest in building novice teachers’ capacity to develop their 
own professional competency by themselves (Beck & Kosnik, 2017). It is important to note 
that one strategy to bring about quality in teacher education is to equip student teachers with 
skills that enable them to trace the development of knowledge within their contextual teaching 
practice. As such, including research skills into teacher education curriculum has been widely 
supported by recent research findings as the most appropriate means of preparing teachers to 
face teaching challenges in the contemporary educational contexts as well as in their future 
career (e.g., Barócsi, 2015; Jantarakantee et al., 2012; Lovat et al., 1995). 
 
2.4 Challenges of research in teacher education  

Support and facilitation were important for student teachers during their research undertaking 
because they faced challenges such as time constraints and overwhelming teaching workloads 
during  their practicum (Akyel, 2015; Barócsi, 2015; Jantarakantee et al., 2012). Barócsi (2015) 
indicated that student teachers also lacked basic knowledge of research methodology, 
especially in terms of  framing research problems and defining research design. It was found 
that student teachers reported four key elements that helped them succeed in their research 
projects: 1) initial lessons of research, 2) hard work, 3) patience and commitment, and 4) 
support from schools.  

 
In some cases, student teachers misunderstood the concept and goals of research practice 
during their teaching practicum, which resulted in “negative attitude” toward teacher research 
because the research introduced to them was sometimes viewed as additional workloads for 
teachers as well as for student teachers (see Faikhamta & Clarke, 2013, p. 1). In another study 
on pre-service teachers’ research, Gitlin et al. (1999) found that research engagement of 
mentors/supervisors had a significant impact on pre-service teachers’ thinking on research and 
their own research practice.  
 
In a case study conducted with a pre-service Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) 
teacher, Barócsi (2015) found that teacher trainees faced numerous difficulties in conducting 
research. The difficulties could be classified into four major categories: 

The challenges of the process were related to five (sic) major points: (a) finding the nature 
and the field of research, (b), choosing the title of the study, (c) working hard along 
various commitments, and (d) involving the group of students in the study. (p. 241) 

 
Barócsi (2015) suggested improving the connections between engagement in research and the 
actual teaching practice (p. 242). There should be further training and lessons on research 
methodology to make sure that student teachers were clear about the rigorous concept of 
research in teacher education (Barócsi, 2015). Psychologically, having firm knowledge and 
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hands-on experience might reduce anxiety in a future confrontation. Thus, it is necessary that 
the teacher education program should provide student teachers with prior knowledge and skills 
needed to conduct research in their field of interest.  
 
One of the key challenges for student teachers while conducting research during teaching 
practice was time management. A study by Akyel (2015) showed that student teachers 
encountered time constraints because they had to deal with teaching workloads. The lack of 
time was not only the challenge during their research practice in the teacher education program, 
but it was also viewed as a future challenge for novice teachers’ research engagement when 
they started their teaching career. Of course, at the beginning of every job, there would be many 
new things to learn about. That is why student teachers also reported their worries about their 
research engagement in the future as they wished to be  effective teachers and researchers 
(Akyel, 2015). 
 

3. Methodology  

This study adapts “revelatory” (italic in original) case study research design as it attempts to 
describe a “previously inaccessible” phenomenon (Yin, 2018, p. 50). This was because the case 
of this study was preliminarily known as a marginalized fact or had never been explored before. 
With the revelatory case study research method, the researcher had an “opportunity to observe 
and analyze a phenomenon previously inaccessible to social science inquiry” (Yin, 2018, p. 
50). According to Creswell (2013), the purpose of a case study research is to explore a real-life 
phenomenon within a bounded system of time and place in order to develop an in-depth 
understanding of a particular social condition. In this study, pedagogical research training 
(PRT) is the reduced, focused case which is bound by 1) the four-semester pre-service 
programs, 2) the context of non-university-based teacher training of RTTCs, and 3) one 
training cohort (2018-2020).  

 
Since the case is revelatory in characteristics, multiple sampling methods were used, 
purposively aiming to reach the right participants who had good knowledge and practical 
experience of the case. The core justification for the sampling method was to reach the 
information-rich participants for the focus group discussion (FGD) and in this regard, the 
sampling methods included 1) random purposeful: participants are student teachers who 
experienced PRT at RTTCs, 2) snowballing: the directors of RTTCs would facilitate the 
rapport between the researcher and the groups of student teachers, and 3) maximum variation: 
the size of sample would be decided on information saturation and/or time (Creswell, 2013, p. 
158).  

Furthermore, the interest of selecting FGD as a method of data collection was not only to save 
time and money, but it was the researcher’s interest to see how the participants negotiate the 
meanings of the topic under discussion. For the data collection, the researcher visited the sites 
two times. First, the researcher observed the process of PRT and the preparation when student 
teachers were about to start practicing pedagogical research in Semester-2 of the program. The 
second visit was conducted at the end of Semester-3 of the pre-service program. Student  
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teachers were close to the end of their pedagogical research project and were preparing for a 
final report. At this stage, the directors of RTTCs helped organize the groups of student-teacher 
participants (or ST-participants), and the researcher facilitated the focus group discussion.  

Table 1 

The demographics of student-teacher participants in the focus group discussion 

Participants 
(Pseudonyms) 

Last 
education 

Teaching 
hours/week 

Teaching 
days/week 

Foreign 
language 

Own 
Personal 
Computer 

Being on 
tertiary 
education 

ICT1 UPS 8-12 6 English 
(3/5)* 

Yes N. 

Math1 UPS 4-6 6 En (2/5) Yes. Yes.** 

History1 B 4-8 6 En (1/5) Yes. No. 

Biology1 UPS 4 6 En (1/5) Yes. No. 

Engish11 B 4 6 En (4/5) 
French 
(1/5) 

Yes. No. 

English12 UPS 9 6 En (5/5) 
Fr (1/5) 

Yes. Yes. 

English2 B 4-6 3 En No. No. 

History2 UPS 3-6 3 En Yes. No. 

Biology2 UPS 2-4 4 En (3/5) Yes. No. 

Math2 UPS 2-6 4 En (3/5) Yes. Yes. 

Khmer2 B 8-12 5 En (3/5) Yes. No. 

Physic2 UPS 3-6 3 En (3/5) Yes. No. 

ICT2 UPS 3-4 3 En (4/5) Yes. Yes. 

Biology3 UPS 8-12 3 En (2/5) 
Fr (1/5) 

No. Yes. 

ICT3 UPS 12-14 3 En Yes. Yes. 

Math3 UPS 8-12 3 En (3/5) No. No. 

History3 B 2-4 2 En (2/5) Yes. No. 

English3 UPS 8-12 4 En (4/5) Yes. Yes. 

Khmer3 UPS 6-12 3 En (3/5) Yes. Yes. 

Biology4 UPS 6-12 5 En No. No. 

Physic4 UPS 7-14 6 En Yes. No. 

History4 B 6-12 5 En (3/5) No. No. 

Total = 22       
Note:  - UPS = Upper Secondary School Certificate (BacII), B = Graduation of bachelor’s degree 

- En = Knowledge of English language, Fr = Knowledge of French language 
- * The self-rated qualification of foreign language competency based on a 5-scale ratio.  
- ** The participant was pursuing higher education in the form of a weekend/Sat-Sun programme 
while being on the pre-service programme at RTTC.  
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In this study, 22 student teachers from the four RTTCs, who are homogeneous in terms of the 
training cohort, took part in the focus group discussion (FGD). The qualitative data from FGD 
were transcribed and then analyzed using a “category” (italic in origin) method, supported by 
discourse and content analysis. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016, p. 203), category data 
analysis happens when the bulk data are reduced to be “answers” (italic in original) to the 
research questions and that the key answers are generally reported in the forms of “categories” 
or “themes” or “findings” (italic in original). Thus, all significant information related to 1) the 
significant roles and 2) the challenges of PRT were accumulated and condensed into deep 
insights of the case under study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 204). Meanwhile, discourse 
analysis was used to assure the understanding and interpretation based on language-in-use.  

Finally, content analysis was used to extend the answers beyond the qualitative category 
analysis, which helped to form a better understanding in the form of quantitative 
interpretations. For ethical consideration, each student teacher was mentioned by his or her 
specialized subject and a coding number. For example, “English9” would mean a ST-
participant who was specializing in teaching English subject. Table  shows the participants’ 
background. 

4. Results and discussions 

4.1 The significant roles of Pedagogical Research Training (PRT) 

4.1.1 PRT as professional knowledge 

First of all, student teachers reported that PRT helped improve their general knowledge.  In 
fact, there were many references that implied the roles of PRT as a way to improve student 
teachers’ knowledge. As one student teacher majoring in English subject tried to explain such 
an idea, “I think when we learn in class, we are not clear enough. Therefore, when the teachers 
[teacher educators] assign us to write pedagogical research, we learn more. It also improves 
our knowledge” (English3). History3 added, “I think that when we learn the in-class sessions, 
our knowledge is not clear. Our knowledge is poor. However, when we conduct pedagogical 
research, we have to search from all reliable sources. Our knowledge seems to improve. […] 
Our knowledge is much wider than it was before”.  
 
However, only a few participants elaborated on how PRT influenced their pedagogical content 
knowledge. Among those, one student teacher stated that, “For me, it is the [teaching] methods; 
[I have learned] new methods” (Math1). Apparently, student teachers could not perceive a clear 
link between PRT and the improvement of pedagogical content knowledge because they had 
chosen a wide range of research topics, which were not directly focusing on the pedagogical 
content knowledge. 
 
During the pedagogical research practice, student teachers read many documents in their field 
of study. An ICT student teacher pointed out, “We read. And when we read, we read a wide 
range of materials” (ICT1). In addition, another student teacher added, “Therefore, it adds up 
to our knowledge that we earn from in-class instructions” (Math2). While the majority of 
student teachers would choose research topics in their field of study, PRT had a vital role in 
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improving their subject content knowledge. For example, one student teacher confirmed that, 
“We improve our knowledge of the topic about which we write. It is because we try to find as 
many documents related to the topic that we write as possible” (Physic4).  
 
With regard to research knowledge, there were also some comprehensible comments raised by 
the participants and that represented their perceptions of PRT as an improvement of research 
knowledge: 

- Research experience (English11) 

- Writing with a standardized format (ICT1) 

- How to bind a book (ICT1, ICT2, Biology1) 

- Experience in writing a book (Bology2, Math3, Physic4) 

- Basis of research (Math3) 

 
4.1.2 PRT as professional study 

During the focus group discussions, some student teachers also reported having gained 
reflective skills. For example, one student teacher mentioned, “When we study here [at RTTC], 
we learn the theories. During the practicum, we practice teaching. Therefore, we could add or 
make changes, or in other words, it [PRT] reflects both theories and hands-on practice” 
(Bilolgy1). Another student teacher raised a similar idea, “I receive feedback from my students 
[she meant she has learnt from feedbacks as a result of testing a teaching technique in her 
teaching-practice classes]” (Biology2). An ICT student teacher elaborated on his own practices 
to highlight the reflective skills, which finally helped him to choose a topic for his pedagogical 
research project (ICT3). He said, 

For ICT subject, upon the pedagogical research, first, I observe the classroom 
management when I was in the Practicum-I. When we could not manage the class well, 
we received comments [the participant’s own word] from the visiting supervisors. 
Therefore, this year I finally decided to choose a topic about issues that make students 
unmotivated to learn ICT lessons.   
 

Related to self-evaluation, some student teachers claimed that the pedagogical research practice 
helped them to think reasonably and creatively (e.g., English11) and that they could make a 
rational judgment on the pros and cons of, for example, a teaching method (e.g., Biology2). 
Overall, PRT helped student teachers learn to make evidence-based decisions and evaluation. 
Therefore, student teachers could justify their own performance regarding teaching practices 
and professional learning.  
Although not much was explicitly said concerning how PRT shaped their abilities to work 
independently, such a perception could be inferred from some of the student teachers’ 
responses. For instance, some participants provided critical clues regarding their performances 
that represented their autonomy and self-regulation during their research practices. As the data 
suggested, student teachers were responsible for their own pedagogical research project 
because: 
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- They made their own decision on their own research topics and plans.  

- They tried their best to search for literature.  

- They managed their own budget during their research practices.  

- They consolidated their own knowledge and skills learnt from different contexts.  

- They relied on their own abilities to overcome challenges during research practices.  

 
4.1.3 PRT as professional practice 

Development of teaching methods. One student teacher explained that PRT was a part of 
teaching practice; therefore, it added a meaning to the teaching practice during the practicum 
(Biology2). It could be inferred from her statements that in-class training sessions and the 
practicum were two platforms that linked the theories and the real-world practice. Besides, 
pedagogical research was another platform for consolidating and embracing the theories and 
practice, such as the one reported by a participant who said, “It helps us understand the lessons 
even better. So, it is easier to transfer such knowledge to our students […] the students also 
acquire the knowledge more easily” (Math3).  
 
4.1.4 PRT as professional ethics 

Involvement in development of educational resources. Some participants, (e.g., Enlgish11, 
English2 and ICT1) provided critical perceptive comments that the results of their pedagogical 
research practice would be an academic contribution to their peers and their juniors in the 
context of pre-service programs.  Student teachers’ perceptions were also aligned with those 
of teacher educators regarding the development of educational resources for both contexts of 
the teacher training program and school-based education. 
 
Discussion 

The findings of this study reflect two critical insights related to the concept of Teachers as 
Researchers. First, the significance of pedagogical research within the Cambodian pre-service 
program reported by the participants were quite similar to that of research practices at 
university-based teacher education. Pedagogical research here functioned as a tool that student 
teachers used to grasp and verify their knowledge (Akyel, 2015; Bower, 2010; Cochran-Smith 
& Lytle, 1999a; Lattimer, 2012; Medwell & Wray, 2014; Niemi, 2012), to improve their study 
skills (Akyel, 2015; Bower, 2010; Lattimer, 2012; Medwell & Wray, 2014; Niemi, 2012; White 
& Forgasz, 2017), to advance their instructional performance (Bower, 2010), and to shape their 
professional ethics (Gitlin et al., 1999; Lattimer, 2012; Martine & Nogués, 2015; Medwell & 
Wray, 2014). Second, this study also verifies that student teachers in the non-university-based 
teacher training programs also appreciate the significance of research practice. They have 
demonstrated their capacity and enthusiasm to conduct research to improve their professional 
qualification. However, the findings of this study leads to a skeptical view over the statement 
that “[r]each skills among teacher trainees are merely zero” (Dy et al., 2018).   
Although these may not be new findings, they present the contextual lessons-learned for the 
case of PRT at the quasi-higher teacher education of RTTCs in Cambodia. The most important 
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message from this study is how student teachers perceive the roles of PRT in the teacher 
training curriculum. The following chart (Figure 1) highlights that student teachers see PRT as 
a means to gain professional qualification, especially professional knowledge. It is important 
to note that the qualitative content analysis below is based on verbal comments of 16 out of the 
22 participants who discussed the significant roles of PRT. 

  
Figure 1. Student teachers’ perceptions of PRT 

 

4.2 Challenges of PRT 

4.1.1 What challenges 

4.1.1.1 The insufficiency of academic support 

The insufficiency of academic resources was reported repeatedly by the participants. The 
majority of the student teachers made similar complaints regarding the inadequate services of 
the campus libraries and the poor quality of the materials in the libraries. One student teacher 
made a short explanation that “The libraries do not have many documents or books” 
(Biology1). Such a remark was agreed by all of her peers. It was clear that student teachers 
could not rely on the local libraries for their pedagogical research projects. As one participant 
said, “If [it is] for pedagogical research, the documents in the library are nothing; [we] use the 
internet. In the libraries, there are not many books for research, or if so, only textbooks [for 
general education]” (History3). Another student teacher majoring in ICT subject added, “For 
me, the reference documents, for the most, nearly 90 per cent, I rely on the internet sources” 
(ICT3). It was no doubt that while the services of the local libraries were insufficient, some 
student teachers tried their best to access academic resources from different sources, including 
the internet, teacher trainers and school-based teachers, bookstores and local universities. For 
example, one participant said, “I have some books from the university, and I get some 
documents from the internet. I then compile them with the national textbooks. [He implies a 
notion that he could find enough documents for his pedagogical research project.]” (Physic4).  
Another issue was the lack of research inputs for student teachers. In this case, one English 
major participant stated, “For me, it is related to the writing format because we do not have 
any specific standards, that is why we are feeling confused about how to write” (English11). 
Immediately, another participant supported the idea in a suggestive tone that “[I] want [to see] 
a clearly defined format. Because they [teacher educators] just assign the topics, then let the 
research to be ours. We do not even know whether [our work is] right or wrong” (English12).  

A
B

C
D

 
- A = PRT as Professional Knowledge (58%) 
- B = PRT as Professional Study (23%) 
- C = PRT as Professional Ethics (11%) 
- D = PRT as Professional Practice (8%) 
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In some other cases, student teachers were forced to start the research processes without a 
single piece of research inputs. For instance, one student teacher revealed, “When it is time, 
we start [without any knowledge]. [If we make] any mistakes, the teachers [teacher educators 
as supervisors] help correct” (English2). Another student teacher who raised a similar situation 
said, “The challenge for me is that until now [It was two weeks before the due date for the 
submission of his research report] I have not received any guidance yet” (Math3).  
 
4.1.1.2 The insufficiency of financial support 

Student teachers needed a plenty of experimental and office materials during their practice of 
pedagogical research. They also needed internet access and ICT equipment. However, many 
participants expressed their unsatisfied feelings in their research experience because they had 
to rely on their own expense to make their research project work. Student teachers not only 
relied on the experimental materials used in their research but they also relied on their own 
budget for other expenditures related to the practice of pedagogical research, such as printing 
and binding the report book for final submission.. Such a perception was also supported by 
many participants, such as History1, Biology1, Physic2, History3, ICT3, and Hisotry4. 
 
4.1.1.3 Workloads with time constraints 

PRT happened simultaneously with the practicum, where the student teachers were under the 
supervisions of the teacher training centre and practicum centre. Such conditions created piles 
of work for student teachers. The following excerpts show that student teachers had 
encountered heavy workloads and time constraints during the practice of pedagogical research.  

For ICT subject, there is a problem with time. It is because in my subject, ICT, we 
mainly develop the lesson by ourselves. After that, we need to write a lesson plan. We 
need time to research on the lesson and to write lesson plans. (ICT3) 

As a request, if we conduct the pedagogical research, make it separated from the 
practicum. Not to write pedagogical research while having the teaching practice. It is 
time. Some student teachers have more-relaxed teaching hours; it is fine. Yet, some 
student teachers have many teaching hours, so they encounter difficulties upon the 
pedagogical research. (History4) 

 
Though some student teachers seemed to accept the amount of time allocated for PRT during 
the practicum, they reported that they were constrained by heavy workloads. In most cases, the 
teaching practices were raised as huge workloads for student teachers; for example, English11 
said, “For me, what hinders my pedagogical research writing is related to lesson-plan writing 
for the teaching practice. It is because I spend time to study the lessons, write the lesson plans, 
and prepare the teaching materials” (English11). Some other student teachers also provided 
similar comments.   

For me, History, if we consider the starting point form Month-1 [January] and the end 
in Month-3 [March], it is suitable if we only focus on pedagogical research writing. 
Yet, we need to study [at University] on Saturdays and Sundays. We also must teach 
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two or three days per week, four hours per day. Therefore, we need to write lesson 
plans. (History3) 
 

Student teachers’ ideas about the workloads and time constraints during the PRT and the 
practicum, however, varied. For example, History1 said, “The school [RTTC] requires about 
20 pages. Therefore, the time allocated [for PR] is quite a lot; what to say here is that they 
[teacher educators] let us write since the early of February.” Another participant added, “[I am] 
not very busy. It is because we can edit the lesson plans and use them for other classes. After 
the tasks in teaching practice, I take some time for writing the pedagogical research. [He 
implies a notion that he has no problem with time management. It is not an excessive workload 
for him.]” (Physic4). However, student teachers of different subject majors seemed to have 
been affected differently by the workloads and the time constraints. 
 

4.1.1.4 The limitations of foreign language and ICT skills 

Some student teachers acknowledged that their abilities to use foreign languages and ICT skills 
were limited. The limitations of foreign language and ICT skills also affected their research 
competency. For example, one participant expressed her concerns that “Some documents are 
in the English language. We need to spend time to translate […] to understand the technical 
terminology” (Biology1). The following is an extract that revealed the limited abilities in the 
foreign language and ICT skills among some student teachers.  

For me, the difficulty in pedagogical research writing is that we do not know much 
English language. Some history documents are in the English language […] and the 
computer, we are not practical users. History3 

[In the library, there are some books in the English language]. Sometimes, as others 
have mentioned, our knowledge of the English language is limited. And another 
[difficulty] is computer usage. If we type, it is difficult. It is difficult to type [in 
Mathematics]; it is time-consuming. Math3  

 
4.1.2 What caused the challenges 

During the FGD, student teachers provided not only the challenges they experienced during 
the practice of pedagogical research, but also some sources of those challenges. Error! R
eference source not found. provides a comprehensive understanding of the challenges of PRT 
and their respective sources that emerged from the focus group discussion. However, there 
were no comments that explained why student teachers lack competence in foreign language 
and ICT skills. 
 

4.1.3 The impact of the challenges on the quality of PRT 

Figure 2 below summarizes a rough comparison among the challenges of PRT based on 
frequencies of each challenge raised by the participants during the focus group discussion.  
From the chart, we could understand that the most significant factor that hindered PRT in the 
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pre-service program was the insufficiency of academic support. The term academic support 
here referred to 1) the lack of academic resources, both in the forms of paper-based and 
 

Table 2 

The challenges of PRT and the causes of the challenges 

Challenges Causes of the challenges 

Academic support - The existing guide for PRT was considered too vague, 
insufficient, and even inaccessible. As a result, there were 
ambiguous interpretations of the guideline, and eventually, it 
was the student teachers who were enduring those ambiguities.  

- Student teachers did not receive enough research inputs or more 
specifically, research competences. Therefore, the term 
“research” meant “go and find answers to the assigned questions 
in the existing printed materials.” Unfortunately, the library 
services were limited due to the lack of resources and the poor 
facilities.  

- While the library services were not so satisfactory as expected, 
both teacher educators and student teachers turned to online 
resources. Unluckily, there was no free internet access in the 
RTTCs, which was considered as a lack of academic support. 
Such condition extended to be a financial burden because of the 
expenditure on the use of personal internet.  

- The research inputs/contents for student teachers were poorly 
designed and unstructured. In most cases, student teaches could 
hardly recall what exactly they had learnt, beneficially for their 
pedagogical research practices.  

Financial support - There were no school budgets allocated to support the process 
of PRT because such a training activity was considered a part of 
the practicum. Consequently, the focus was placed on the 
practicum rather than the PRT.  

Workloads and a 
sense of time 
constraints  

- The PRT and the practicum were two separate training activities 
with equal significance, and they were implemented and 
assessed simultaneously. In real practice, the time allocated for 
the PRT was eight weeks, which was the duration of the 
practicum in the second year of the pre-service program. This 
ambiguity was caused by the unclear PRT guideline.  

- On the face of it, greater attention would be spent on teaching 
practices rather than the PRT. As a result, a greater time 
allocation would be spent on the preparation of teaching 
practices rather than on the research activities.  

Foreign language 
and ICT skills 

-  [No comments from the participants, i.e., there were not any 
clues that could be drawn from the qualitative data regarding the 
reasons for this challenge.] 
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computer-based resources and 2) the lack of research inputs for student teachers before getting 
them into research practices. Three other factors, such as 1) financial support, 2) workload and 
time constraints, and 3) Foreign language and ICT skills, were not prevalent since those 
challenges received fewer mentions, at only 13%, 13%, and 9% respectively. 

  
Figure 2. Student teachers’ perceptions of the challenges of PRT 

 

5. Discussion 

The challenges reported by the participants fall into the same dimension as those reported in 
the previous literature. It becomes common that research training practice are confronted by 
time constraints, financial support, and researchers’ capacity (see Akyel, 2015; Faikhamta & 
Clarke, 2013; Gitlin et al., 1999; Jantarakantee et al., 2012).  
Thus, this study brings to the fore the contextual challenges where the non-university-based 
teacher training/education centres encounters during their attempts to promote the notion of 
Teachers as Researchers. From this study, it is clear that RTTCs, teacher educators and student 
teachers are faced with the lack of academic support in terms of well-structured research 
guidelines and research-friendly resource centres.  
 

6. Conclusions 

This qualitative case study set out to scrutinize student teachers’ perceptions of research 
practice and the enduring challenges they face in the context of non-university-based teacher 
training at RTTCs in Cambodia. The major finding was that in general student teachers had 
positive perceptions of PRT in terms of the quality of the teacher training program at RTTCs 
because research practice helped improve their content knowledge, teaching practice, 
professional engagement, and study skills. Considerably, student teachers at RTTCs held high 
expectations that research practice is a tool for improving their professional knowledge. The 
findings also emphasized a triad connection among student teachers’ perceptions, local policies 
for teacher education and the conception of Teachers as Researchers. Another major finding 
highlighted the insufficiency of academic support as the critical challenges of PRT. Such 
challenge included a lack of well-structured research inputs for student teachers, a lack of 
academic resources and a lack of clear research guidelines. In the meantime, financial hardship, 
heavy workloads, limited ICT and foreign language skills also emerged as subtle challenges 
for student teachers. 

D

C

A

B

 
- A = Academic support (65%) 
- B = Workloads (13%) 
- C = Financial support (13%) 
- D = Foreign language & ICT skills (9%) 
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The findings also showed that student teachers perceived the significant roles of pedagogical 
research training and practice differently, yet positively in terms of professional training and 
learning. In addition, although a wide range of perceptions and practices are occurring at 
RTTCs,  they  serve a convergent training goal of to improve “research stance” (Hammersley, 
1993, p. 439) and  respond to the diversities of institutional contexts. There might be two 
possible factors that led to messy conceptions of pedagogical research at RTTCs. First, it was 
simply the working process when the curriculum developers and the implementers had been 
trying to re-conceptualize the concept of teacher research as well as the conception of Teachers 
as Researchers. Another factor was the disconnection or miscommunication between the 
developers and implementers of the pre-service curriculum.  
 
This study reveals that student teachers are keen to conduct pedagogical research and that they 
are capable enough to do so. Unfortunately, the pre-service program fails to foster their 
research enthusiasm.  It is perhaps not necessary to standardize the pedagogical research 
practices at all RTTCs, yet the current research guideline should be restructured to face the 
future research practices as the pre-service programs are being upgraded to university-based 
teacher education. The new version of PRT should therefore pay more attention to the 
fundamental research inputs for student teachers. 
 
This study’s findings suggest that there are some possibilities to improve the quality of PRT at 
RTTCs. On the one hand, a betterment of pedagogical research-environment should be 
reconsidered with greater attention to three aspects: 1) research-oriented training pedagogy 
(e.g., embedded research skills into casual training sessions as much as possible), 2) rich-
research-resource facilities (e.g., enhancing the availability and reachability of local library 
services and data sources), and 3) pedagogical research platforms (e.g., establishing research 
community and regular research events). On the other hand, to respond to challenges of 
insufficient research inputs and heavy workloads, the current allocation of PRT should be 
restructured into a wider spread of implementation. More precisely, the longer process of PRT 
should produce better and more comprehensive research training and practice for student 
teachers. 
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