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Abstract
Lesson study (LS) is a collaborative inquiry-oriented 
approach to teachers’ professional development. 
Teachers choose a research topic based on a problem 
they have observed in their students’ learning. During 
LS, teachers should ideally stay with their research 
topic to build on it further during all research acti-
vities, a process we refer to as ‘topical alignment’. 
However, in reality, teachers tend to drift away from 
their research topic. We posit that teams that adhere 
to their research topic experience more meaningful 
and profound learning. We explore how novice LS 
teams topically aligned their research activities and 
how (mis)alignment could relate to perceived teacher 
learning. The findings of a cross-case analysis of five 
audiotaped LS cycles, as well as questionnaire data on 
teacher learning (n = 17), show that topically aligning 
research activities is challenging for teams. This study 
provides concrete practical implications, including a 
checklist to help LS teams ensure they are maintai-
ning topical alignment.

Keywords topical alignment, lesson study, teacher 
learning, teacher research, inquiry learning
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1 Introduction

Lesson study (LS) is a collaborative inquiry approach to teacher professional 
development during which small teams conduct research on their own classroom 
practices (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004; Murata, 2021; Takahashi & McDougal, 
2016). In an LS team, members embark on several research activities, usually 
starting by choosing their own research topic, ideally based on a problem of 
practice regarding student learning experienced by all participants. As with any 
research, when conducting LS research activities, connecting all research activities 
with the teams’ research topic is critical. If the selected research topic remains 
constantly on the team’s agenda throughout the process, the team can continually 
build on it during various research activities, which provides the opportunity to 
deepen team members’ knowledge on the topic. That is, the team needs to remain 
focused on and reflect on how the undertaken activities actually connect to their 
research topic (Murata, 2021). We refer to this process as ‘topical alignment’.

To the best of our knowledge, no LS studies have explicitly investigated the 
concept of topical alignment, nor is it mentioned in existing LS protocols. Murata 
(2021) presumes that teams need to align their lesson goals, lesson activities, and 
data collection to experience deeper teacher learning. Chokshi and Fernandez 
(2004) suggest that LS participants benefit from aligning LS research activities 
with their research question. Furthermore, several studies have proposed that 
a topical focus can better support teachers in analysing their students’ learning, 
leading to deeper and more meaningful learning (e.g., Choy & Lee, 2021; Choy 
et al., 2017). However, maintaining a focus on the research topic is not easy in 
practice. As several empirical studies have shown, LS teams easily and frequently 
shift their focus from their research topic to unrelated practicalities or instructions 
(e.g., Amador & Weiland, 2015; Bjuland & Mosvold, 2015; Fernandez & Chokshi, 
2002; Lewis, 2016; Wood, 2008), such as classroom and time management. We 
anticipate though that LS research activities provide more meaningful and deeper 
learning if teams adhere to their chosen research topic and that teachers will thus 
perceive LS as more valuable for their learning. This exploratory study draws on 
audiotaped LS cycles from five beginner LS teams that varied in their perceived 
teacher learning, as determined through questionnaire responses. Using a cross-
case analysis, we investigate how these LS teams topically (mis)aligned their LS 
research activities with their research topic. Furthermore, we explore how the 
extent of topical (mis)alignment relates to perceived teacher learning.

2 Theoretical framework

The studied LS cycles occurred in the Netherlands and were informed and guided 
by a handbook on conducting LS in education (De Vries et al., 2016). The Dutch LS 
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approach is mainly based on Stepanek et al.’s (2007) LS model, developed in the 
United States, and also borrows from Dudley’s (2014) LS model, developed in the 
United Kingdom. All the research activities mentioned correspond to the four LS 
phases defined by Lewis et al. (2019): study, plan, teach, and reflect. Most teams 
spend at least 10 hours, some 20 hours or even more, per LS cycle. Ideally, teams 
should spend a substantial part of this time in the study phase, which establishes 
a knowledge base that the team can build on in subsequent phases (The Lesson 
Study Group at Mills College, 2022). In the following sections, we describe the 
research activities in each LS phase (see Table 1) and illustrate topical alignment 
with an example. Appendix A provides an overview of the example.

Table 1
Research activities during LS

LS phase Research activities
Study Choosing …

- long-term goal
- a research topic
- a class
- a subject matter goal
- a research goal
- a research question
- inclusion criteria case students
Studying curriculum and content

Plan Formulating learning goals research lesson
Defining an experienced difficulty
Detailed description research lesson
Preparing data collection on student learning of case students:
- observation
- interview questions
- additional data

Teach Teaching the research lesson
Collecting data on student learning
(optional) Re-teaching the research lesson and re-collecting data on student 
learning

Reflect Engaging in a post-lesson discussion:
- Discussing research lesson and collected data on student learning

(optional) Adjusting the research lesson

(optional) Engaging in a second post-lesson discussion
Discussing collected data on student learning

Reflecting on what is learned

Notes. Based on De Vries et al. (2016), Lewis et al. (2019), and Choy et al. (2017).
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2.1. LS research activities

2.1.1 Study
During the study phase, the LS participants first collaboratively explore the 
concerns and difficulties they have experienced in student learning during 
their daily teaching practice. They choose a general long-term goal for student 
learning that is relevant to all team members, and then participants distil 
a research topic related to their students’ learning that they aim to learn 
more about. For example, participants who experience students often giving 
unsubstantiated opinions and uncritically accepting other people’s unfounded 
opinions (concerns) might aim to help students become critical thinkers (long-
term goal). To encourage this behaviour, they could focus on how students can 
substantiate their viewpoints (research topic).

The team then chooses a class suitable for examining the specified research 
topic – for example, a class that has begun practicing debate. Next, the LS 
participants formulate a subject matter goal related to the research topic – for 
example, that students can substantiate their own viewpoints. Team members then 
clarify their research goal, or the phenomenon they want to understand better. 
Continuing with our example, this goal could be learning how to support students’ 
learning to substantiate their viewpoints. A research question should combine the 
research topic and goals, such that it asks how teachers can learn to support the 
desired student learning. For example, a first draft of a research question may 
read: “How can we help students in learning to substantiate their viewpoints?” 

After defining these goals and aims, participants choose inclusion criteria for 
‘case students’ (i.e., students who represent groups with distinctive educational 
needs; Dudley, 2014). Throughout subsequent research activities, LS participants 
should aim to keep approximately three of these case students in mind during 
the plan and reflect phases. Doing so helps participants learn about the research 
topic by considering various learning needs and styles (Goei, Norwich, et al., 2021).

Throughout the study phase, LS participants deepen their knowledge and 
understanding to make use of one another’s expertise and study of curriculum 
and content, which entails investigating a variety of resources and expertise (e.g., 
teaching materials, research, standards, curriculum, student thinking, learning 
tasks) or consulting a knowledgeable other (Takahashi, 2014). This investigation 
is crucial for the team to gain new knowledge and perspectives (Choy & Lee, 
2021) and fine-tune what they want to investigate. For example, participants 
might discover that they can provide students with information about forms of 
argumentation that would help them substantiate their viewpoints. The team 
can then formulate a more specific research question, such as “How does it 
help students support their point of view if we let them process information 
about different forms of argumentation?” (e.g., De Vries et al., 2016; Goei, Van 
Joolingen, et al., 2021; Lewis et al., 2019).
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2.1.2 Plan
During the plan phase, the LS participants design a research lesson to 
address their research question. The lesson design is recorded in a lesson 
plan containing three focal points: (1) a learning goal for the students; (2) 
students’ experienced difficulty in reaching this goal, particularly the difficulties 
experienced by the case students; and (3) a detailed description of all the 
activities during the research lesson (Choy et al., 2017). These three focal points 
must be topically aligned with the research topic; in other words, they must be 
designed in such a way that they can provide the team with new perspectives 
on their research topic. For example, an LS team might decide to learn how 
students substantiate their viewpoints and, more specifically, whether learning 
about specified forms of argumentation will help their students. Therefore, 
in the research lesson, team members incorporate an activity to process 
information about and practice several forms of argumentation.

Next, LS participants prepare for data collection, usually at least an 
observation protocol and a guideline for a short case student interview (De Vries 
et al., 2016). Regarding the observation protocol, participants operationalise 
anticipated student responses, particularly for the case students. They do so 
by predicting student behaviour in relation to the lesson’s overall learning 
goal and within each phase of the planned research lesson; in other words, 
they predict what each case student will need to have done, said, written, or 
drawn to indicate that the case student can move on to the next phase of the 
lesson (Dudley & Lang, 2021). Interviews with the case students ideally should 
be held at the end of the research lesson and address students’ perceptions 
about what helped or hindered them from learning during the research 
lesson, as well as what might be changed in the lesson and why (De Vries et 
al., 2016; Dudley, 2014). Participants can also collect complementary data, 
such as written assignments or student feedback. Again, all prepared forms 
of data collection should be tailored closely to the teams’ research topic. For 
example, the team could prepare strategies for observing conversations among 
students to recognise what forms of argumentation or fallacies they use when 
substantiating their viewpoints.

2.1.3 Teach
During the teach phase, one teacher from the LS team teaches the research 
lesson, and the other participants collect data on student learning as prepared. 
The teacher who teaches the lesson follows the detailed lesson plan as scripted 
during the plan phase. In theory, doing so increases the chances that student 
learning the teachers want to investigate actually occurs. The other participants 
focus on observing the operationalised, predicted student learning and 
collecting other data, as prepared.
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2.1.4 Reflect
The reflect phase involves a post-lesson discussion in which LS participants 
interpret their collected data on student learning and consider adjustments to 
the research lesson. When adjusting the research lesson, the team can choose 
to return as far as necessary in the LS cycle. For example, they may adjust their 
research question or study other literature streams.

With the Dutch LS approach, participants can adjust the lesson plan, reteach 
the research lesson to a different class, and repeat the discussion of data 
on student learning in a second post-lesson discussion. In terms of topical 
alignment, teachers predominantly focus on answering the research question 
that specifies what the team wants to learn about its research topic. For 
example, teachers can discuss the forms of argumentation students use and the 
fallacies with which they continually struggle.

Finally, participants reflect on what they have learned as individuals and as a 
team (Dudley, 2015; Fujii, 2016). For example, they could discuss the implications 
of certain fallacies in their instruction. During this last part of the reflect 
phase, participants might discuss any ’side effects’ they have learned – that is, 
learnings that do not necessarily topically align with the previous phases.

2.2 Perceived teacher learning from LS
In Japan, where LS has its origins, teachers often say that LS ‘develops the eye 
to see children’ (Lewis, 2011). Several studies indicate that, after participating 
in LS, teachers perceived increased insight into and ability to observe students’ 
learning, which they believed helped them respond to individual students’ needs 
more effectively (e.g., Bruce et al., 2016; Norwich & Ylonen, 2015). Theoretically, 
the LS research activities explained previously provide logical connections that 
enable these learning experiences (e.g., Dudley, 2014; Lewis et al., 2019). That is, 
LS research activities guide teachers in making their students’ learning visible 
and simultaneously help them investigate and develop their knowledge of the 
subject matter and didactics. Furthermore, LS is intended to encourage teachers 
to connect long-term goals for students to their daily practice (e.g., Lewis et al., 
2019). Our assumptions are as follows: (1) if LS research activities are aligned 
with a team’s research topic (i.e., all research activities contribute to learning 
about the chosen research topic), teachers will perceive enhanced teacher 
learning regarding observing and understanding student learning, teachers’ 
knowledge on subject matter and didactics, and ability to connect long-term 
goals to school development; and (2) teachers whose teams’ research activities 
drift away from their original research topic and thus are misaligned do not 
perceive these aspects to the same extent.

2.3 Research questions
As noted previously, our main aims are to investigate how LS teams topically 
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(mis)align their research activities and how topical (mis)alignment could 
be related to their perceived teacher learning. The following questions and 
subquestions arise: 

�1. How do LS teams topically align their research activities? 
	 a. Which research topic do the teams choose? 
	� b. How are the teams’ research activities topically (mis)aligned with 

their chosen research topic?
2. �How does the topical (mis)alignment of the research activities relate to 

perceived teacher learning in a given LS team?

3 Method

3.1 Research design
We used both qualitative and quantitative methods, though we place more 
emphasis on the qualitative method and empirical data, in the form of verbal 
conversations. A qualitative analysis of verbal conversations arguably should 
enable us to gain an optimally close view of what is happening with the research 
topic in terms of topical (mis)alignment. Using a quantitative approach, we also 
gathered data on teacher learning to rank the teams according to their perceived 
teacher learning. We then compared the teams in terms of topical (mis)alignment 
using a cross-case analysis.

3.2 Participants and procedure
We conducted this study in a pre-vocational secondary school that implemented 
LS as an innovative, school-wide approach to teachers’ professional 
development. In total, 32 people participated: 17 teachers, three educational 
assistants, two student teachers, and 10 facilitators. The participants were 
divided into five teams.

All teachers, educational assistants, student teachers, and half of the 
facilitators came from the participating school (hereafter referred to as ‘internal 
facilitators’). Four of the other five facilitators (‘external facilitators’) worked 
at various Dutch universities, and the last worked as a teacher at another 
secondary school. All 10 facilitators received LS facilitator training, in which they 
learned to guide teachers through the LS cycle. Guiding topical alignment was 
not explicitly mentioned as a facilitator’s task during training; this concept has 
not been in use previously. Therefore, we did not include the facilitators’ role in 
the analysis. The second author and one of the course developers provided the 
training, which was developed by Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (Bosma et al., 
2019). We assigned the external facilitators to support the internal facilitators, 
who had no experience in facilitating an LS team apart from the training. The 
facilitator duos were free to decide how to delineate their roles. Each duo 
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supported one LS team.
Participants taught different subjects (i.e., languages, economics, mathematics, 
and music), resulting in cross-curricular teams. Teams received an instruction 
manual with worksheets based on De Vries et al.’s (2016) LS handbook, 
which thoroughly explains the research activities, as described in Table 1. All 
participants (N = 32) provided active informed consent, and the research team 
obtained ethical clearance from the ethics board of [name University and 
Department].

3.3 Quantitative data and data analysis
For our quantitative analysis, we obtained questionnaire data from 13 teachers, 
three teacher assistants, and one student teacher (five participants did not 
complete the questionnaire), representing all five LS teams. The questionnaire 
solicited their perceptions of teacher learning using a six-item scale that was 
developed and validated by De Vries et al. (2017) and based on Lewis (2005). 
We measured the items using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘strongly 
disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’). The items covered knowledge of subject 
matter and didactics, observation skills, understanding of students’ learning 
and thinking, better connection between long-term goals and teachers’ daily 
teaching practice, lesson quality, and student learning outcomes.

We analysed the questionnaire data using SPSS 26 at the team level, with 
descriptive statistics. Table 2 provides the means per team at the scale level, 
which we used to rank the teams from lower (LTL) to higher (HTL) perceived 
teacher learning1. In the Kruskal–Wallis test, we observed no significant 
differences in perceived teacher learning among the teams (p = .191). An analysis 
of the differences across separate teams revealed that teams A and E differed 
significantly from each other (p = .022). We used these indications to distinguish 
between team A as the LTL team and team E as the HTL team, and we refer to 
the other teams as ‘middle perceived teacher learning’ (MTL) teams. Perceived 
teacher learning varied the most in team ALTL (SD = 1.08), whereas teams BMTL 
(SD = .31) and EHTL (SD = .00) showed the least variation. Teams CMTL and DMTL 
showed some degree of variation in comparison with the other teams. Team 
EHTL’s perceived teacher learning score relied on relatively little data (50% 
response); one teacher who did not respond appeared sceptical about the value 
of LS during the recorded meetings. We note that a response from this teacher 
would most likely have ranked the team lower.

Finally, all teams except team CMTL contained one respondent who was an 
educational assistant or student teacher. Although these respondents perceived 
relatively high levels of learning (M = 3.24, SD = .41) compared with in-service 
teachers (M = 2.84, SD = .83), their teams’ rankings did not change when we 
removed their responses. This factor explains the relatively high variation in 
perceived teacher learning, particularly in team ALTL.
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Table 2
Overview of perceived teacher learning on team level

Team Total response, n Teachers Educational 
assistants/
student 
teacher

Missing Mean SD Indication 
perceived 
teacher 
learning

A 4 3 1 0 2.21 1.08 LTL

B 4 3 1 1 2.86 .31 MTL

C 3 3 0 1 2.90 .54 MTL

D 4 3 1 1 3.25 .72 MTL

E 2 1 1 2 3.71 .00 HTL

3.4 Qualitative data and data analysis

3.4.1 Data collection
The qualitative part of our study drew on transcribed audio recordings from 
five LS meetings per team. We incorporated the study, plan, and reflect phases 
into the data collection; we omitted the teach phase because Dutch legislation 
regarding privacy made it impossible to comply with ethical requirements 
related to student participation during this phase.

The first author collected data during spring and early summer of 2018. 
We transcribed the audio recordings using light editing to remove irrelevant 
distractions (e.g., word repetition, background speaking). We obtained a total of 
34 hours and 4 minutes of audio material.

3.4.2 Data analysis
The first author, in collaboration with two research assistants, analysed the 
transcripts, which were uploaded in ATLAS TI 9.1. The first author had four years 
of experience in attending, observing, and co-facilitating LS in various settings. 
The research assistants were new to LS but had read relevant literature (e.g., De 
Vries et al., 2016; Lewis et al., 2019).

3.4.2.1 Indicating research activities and topical decisions
First, we identified when a team engaged in specific research activities, using 
Table 1 as a guide to distinguish which LS activity was in play. Next, the first 
author and two research assistants described the topical decisions made 
during every research activity – for example, what the team decided their 
research question to be or what to observe regarding student learning during 
the research lesson. During the reflect phase, we perceived topical decisions 
as discussed themes regarding the research lesson and student learning, 
adjustments to the research lesson, and reflections on what team members 
learned (for an overview of all topical decisions made in each team, see 
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Appendices B, C, and D). To ensure credibility, the first author and research 
assistants repeatedly calibrated insights about when a team engaged in a 
specific research activity and the nature of the topical decisions, until saturation 
was reached.

3.4.2.2 Indicating topical alignment
To determine how the LS teams topically aligned their research activities 
(Research Question 1), we used the descriptions of the topical decisions to 
indicate topical alignment. First, we determined the teams’ research topic 
(Subquestion 1a), which all teams explicitly decided on except team DMTL. For 
this team, we determined the research topic according to the concepts that they 
began to refer to as their research topic. Second, we identified the occurrence 
of topical alignment among the research activities with these research topics 
(Subquestion 1b). We considered topical alignment to be achieved if (1) the 
research topic literally appeared in the topical decision of a research activity 
or (2) a different concept was the focal point in a topical decision but team 
members explained why they thought this concept aligned with the research 
topic. Third, we identified misalignment between the research activity and the 
research topic if a different concept was the focal point in a topical decision 
and either (1) the team did not explain how this other concept aligned with 
its research topic or (2) the team stated that the concept aligned but did not 
provide any further reasoning. We did not evaluate the adequacy of the teams’ 
reasoning for why they thought the concepts were related.

3.4.2.3 Exploring the relation between teacher learning and topical alignment
To address Research Question 2, pertaining to the possible relationship between 
topical alignment and perceived teacher learning, we compared the results 
regarding how the teams topically aligned their LS research activities (Research 
Question 1) among the LTL, MTL, and HTL teams.

4 Results

We next report our findings. First, we report on the teams’ chosen research 
topics. Second, we elaborate on the identified topical alignment. Third, we 
elaborate on the research activities that we ultimately determined to be 
misaligned. Fourth, we explore the relationship between the identified topical 
(mis)alignment and perceived teacher learning. 

4.1 The teams’ chosen research topics
All the teams formulated research topics reflecting students’ behavioural 
engagement: “involvement of students” (ALTL), “activation and motivation” 
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(BMTL), “executive functioning skills by using the BBB2 method” (CMTL), “group 
dynamics and students’ insight of group dynamics” (DMTL), and “keeping 
attention during the instruction” (EHTL). Note that, unlike the other teams, 
team CMTL narrowed its research topic from the start of the LS. Although team 
EHTL initially indicated a specific part of the research lesson to focus on (the 
instruction part of the lesson), team members eventually discussed the entire 
research lesson because they considered this focus too limited.

4.2 How the teams topically (mis)align their research activities
We observed an overall pattern of the original research topic that remained on 
the agenda of four of the five teams; misaligned research activities occurred 
increasingly as they progressed through the LS phases. Furthermore, throughout 
several research activities, three teams adopted one or two additional foci that 
were parallel to their research topic. We defined these additional topical threads 
as substantial if the teams maintained the additional focus during at least 
three research activities. This assumption resulted in two additional threads 
of topical alignment, either starting from the set learning goals for students or 
related to observing student learning. Table 3 presents an overview per team 
of the identified patterns of topical (mis)alignment with the research topic, as 
well as the additional threads found (for a more detailed overview, including the 
indicated topical decisions based on topical [mis]alignment, see Appendices B, 
C, and D).
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4.2.1 Topical (mis)alignment with the original research topic
Whereas Team ALTL deviated from its research topic from the plan phase 
onwards, the other teams kept topical alignment throughout the entire LS 
cycle between their research topic and at least some research activities (team 
BMTL maintained alignment with 11 research activities; teams CMTL, DMTL, and 
EHTL maintained topical alignments with respectively 19, 21 and 16 research 
activities3). The further these four teams progressed through the LS cycle, the 
more they deviated from their research topics. Some research activities were 
partly aligned and partly misaligned with the research topic. For example, the 
research topic of team EHTL, “keeping attention during the instruction”, topically 
aligned with their prepared foci regarding what they planned to observe (e.g., 
“whether students are attentively involved during the instruction and the 
research lesson”), but three of the prepared foci did not align (e.g., “how they 
work together within the group”). We elaborate on the misaligned research 
activities of the teams in the discussion of each LS phase.

Regarding the study phase, teams ALTL, BMTL, CMTL, and DMTL chose a 
class according to whether the team members knew the students instead of 
considering their research topic. In contrast, team EHTL chose a class in which 
the participants experienced difficulties “keeping the students’ attention”, which 
literally aligned with their research topic. When choosing the inclusion criteria 
for case students, teams CMTL and EHTL chose criteria unrelated to their research 
topics. For example, team EHTL prepared to observe case students who differed 
regarding their “learning level”, but their research topic was “keeping attention 
during the instruction”. Although learning levels might relate to this research 
topic, the team did not make explicit what they meant or the connection 
between the topics. In contrast, the other teams topically aligned their inclusion 
criteria with their research topics. For example, team BMTL chose to observe 
case students who differed in terms of being active, which literally aligned with 
its research topic, “activation and motivation”.

Regarding the plan phase, team ALTL intended to collect observational data 
from multiple foci, which misaligned with their research topic “involvement of 
students”. For example, team members prepared to observe whether students 
were skilled in English. Some prepared foci could be construed as relevant to 
“involvement of students”, but the team did not agree how or why the foci would 
relate; for example, they intended to observe whether students were withdrawn. 
Furthermore, teams ALTL, CMTL, and DMTL prepared interview questions taken 
from the example questions in the provided manual, which by definition did not 
align with specific research topics of the teams; they were not developed for 
specific teams.

Regarding the reflect phase, teams BMTL, CMTL, and EHTL in particular 
showed increased misalignment during their post-lesson discussion, such 
that the number of discussed concepts unrelated to their research topic or Reflect
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other research activities grew. For example, team EHTL’s research topic was 
“keeping attention during the instruction”. During the post-lesson discussion, 
they discussed role division within the group and the clarity of the assignment. 
Although these aspects could be a relevant focus for specific team members, 
they deviate from the stated research topic. Overall, participants spent much of 
their available time discussing what they noticed during the research lesson in 
general, rather than topics prompted by their preparations.

Although team DMTL discussed themes during the post-lesson discussion that 
topically aligned with its research topic, this topic was relatively broad: “group 
dynamics and students’ insight of group dynamics”. Team members discussed 
many aspects of group dynamics, such as how well students worked together, 
their role division, how they fit into the group, and their self-image in relation to 
what the teachers thought of their students.

Furthermore, during the reflect phase, team BMTL was the only team that 
made adjustments to the research lesson unrelated to the research topic (e.g., 
“providing the students with a manual for Kahoot!4”). The other teams displayed 
a mix of adjustments related to the research topic and those unrelated to 
the research topic. Finally, team ALTL quit the post-lesson discussion after 10 
minutes due to a team member’s expressed negative attitude toward LS.

4.2.2 Additional topical thread with the learning goals
From the plan phase onwards, in two MTL teams (BMTL and CMTL) and the HTL 
team (EHTL), some research activities that deviated from the research topic 
began to align topically with the learning goals they formulated for students. 
Team BMTL set five learning goals that deviated from their research topic 
“activation and motivation” by addressing “communication skills”, such as 
“students need to name and apply four forms of non-verbal communication”. 
When developing the research lesson, the team planned an assignment for 
students to learn about communication skills, and team members observed and 
discussed students’ communication skills. Thus, the team shifted its focus from 
predominantly learning how to activate and motivate students (research topic) 
to learning about students’ communication skills (learning goals). Although the 
team briefly stated that students were active and motivated if they achieved 
these learning goals, team members did not substantiate this statement further. 
As a result, exactly how they investigated activating and motivating students by 
shifting their focus to students’ communication skills remains unclear.

Teams CMTL and EHTL both set two learning goals, one topically aligned with 
their research topic and the other not aligned, with added unrelated subject 
matter. For example, team EHTL set the learning goal “students can better 
understand the similarities between waves of sound and water”, which added 
subject matter that deviated from their research topic “keeping attention during 
the instruction”. Both teams framed some research activities according to 
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additional subject matter (e.g., team EHTL discussed how students learned about 
sound and water waves).

In contrast, team CMTL showed the clearest example of topical alignment 
between the research topic and its other learning goal: “students learn to 
receive ‘delayed attention’”. They defined ‘delayed attention’ as “not reaching 
out to the teacher before trying out other resources first”, which aligned with 
their research topic “executive functioning skills by using the BBB method”. By 
reasoning how the BBB method would lead to delayed attention, which would 
in turn lead to enhanced executive functioning skills, the team reflected clear 
topical alignment with the research topic. The team discussed the use of the 
BBB method during the reflect phase.

4.2.3 Additional topical thread with the prepared observational data
The MTL teams and the HTL team prepared to collect observational data that 
topically aligned with their research topic (e.g., team EHTL’s research topic was 
“keeping attention during the instruction”, and members collected observational 
data related to “whether students are attentively involved during the instruction 
and the research lesson as a whole”). The LTL (ALTL), one MTL (CMTL), and one 
HTL (EHTL) team instead prepared to collect observational data that deviated 
from their research topics. Team ALTL did not further discuss these prepared 
observational data during the reflect phase, but teams CMLT and EHTL did. In 
so doing, they created an additional topical thread, starting from the prepared 
observational data. For example, team EHTL added (1) “how the students worked 
together within the groups” (broad focus), (2) “whether students understood 
the assignment” (broad focus), and (3) “whether students shook hands with 
the teacher when entering the classroom” (narrow focus). These foci deviated 
from their research topic “keeping attention during the instruction”. The team 
discussed the first focus extensively during its post-lesson discussion (reflect 
phase), which members interpreted as the role and task division between groups 
of students, as well as student motivation and engagement.

No teams operationalised their chosen foci, or they did so only minimally, 
apart from team CMTL, in that the BBB method could be viewed as an 
operationalisation in itself. This method describes several concrete steps and 
behaviours that can indicate that students have delayed their demands for 
teachers’ attention.

4.3 Exploring the relationship between topical alignment and perceived tea-
cher learning
The team with the lowest reported teacher learning (team ALTL) also clearly 
showed the least topical alignment in comparison with the teams that reported 
midlevel to higher teacher learning (teams BMTL, CMTL, DMTL, and EHTL). Team 
ALTL’s research activities deviated from its research topic from the plan phase 
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onwards, which could indicate that this team experienced less teacher learning 
due to lack of topical alignment. Moreover, team ALTL did not (fully) participate 
in all LS research activities, due to one member’s expressed negative attitude 
toward LS. During the LS conversations, participants of team ALTL mentioned 
several aspects they inherently associated with LS, such as being time-
consuming and inefficient. They also mentioned more team-specific aspects, 
such as that they took too little time to prepare the research lesson and lacked a 
subject-specific research topic that would have provided a more relevant focus 
to individual team members. This team’s minimal teacher learning thus could be 
attributed to these factors as well.

The MTL and HTL teams did not differ in terms of how they topically (mis)
aligned their research activities: They both showed a mix of aligned and 
misaligned research activities with the research topic. Team DMTL was the only 
team for which we did not observe an additional thread of topical alignment, 
but it displayed a similar amount of misaligned research activities in comparison 
with the other teams. These findings do not provide enough evidence for us to 
deduce whether a relationship exists between topical alignment and teacher 
learning.

5 Discussion and conclusion

This study had two goals. First, we aimed to gain insights into how the LS teams 
topically (mis)align their research activities. Second, we explored the relationship 
between the existence of topical (mis)alignment among LS research activities 
and perceived teacher learning. The following subsections discuss the findings 
stemming from these research goals in greater detail. 

5.1 Teams’ topical (mis)alignment
Our findings show that all investigated teams faced challenges regarding topical 
alignment, in line with prior research (e.g., Choy et al., 2017; Murata, 2021). In 
turn, we propose some ways to address these challenges.

5.1.1 Broad and abstract research topics
All teams chose broad, abstract research topics (e.g., motivation, keeping 
attention), which made concretising what the team wanted to learn about more 
important, as well as more difficult. Another challenge was determining what 
they wanted to establish and investigate regarding student learning (Cerbin, 
2011). The findings suggest that broader concepts can lead teams to discuss 
a variety of abstract concepts, without clear links to the research topic (e.g., 
the research topic of team EHTL was keeping attention, but they discussed 
how students worked together). For practice, we recommend that teams be 
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encouraged to conceptualise their research topic thoroughly and focus on a 
specific aspect to enable comprehensibility and deep focus. Reading literature 
on the research topic can support this process (Choy & Lee, 2021), by making 
the topic more tangible. Inexperienced teams such as those in this study could 
particularly benefit from this type of support.

5.1.2 Focus on behavioural engagement
All teams chose a research topic related to students’ behavioural engagement 
(Hospel et al., 2016). This choice seems logical, considering that the teams 
were cross-curricular, and a subject-specific research topic could impair 
the experienced relevance for some team members. Although investigating 
behavioural engagement is suitable for LS (Lewis et al., 2019), it also could have 
made planning a research lesson more challenging. First, most behavioural 
engagement problems cannot be resolved in one or even a few research lessons. 
Second, a subject-specific teaching and learning problem directly informs 
what to teach during the research lesson, whereas a behavioural engagement 
problem, such as motivation, does not. Team CMTL was the only team that 
made a direct connection between the research topic and what to teach: Their 
research topic was “executive functioning skills”, and they explicitly taught the 
students the BBB method to delay attention-seeking and support students’ 
executive functioning skills (Section 4). Doing so seemed to have helped the 
team stay on its chosen topic. However, this team, similar to the others, still 
developed an assignment with additional contents to teach, unrelated to 
executive functioning skills. This finding is consistent with our previous work, 
in which we establish that the subject matter taught during the research lesson 
is not always related to the LS team’s research topic (Uffen et al., 2022). We 
also note explicitly that teaching subject matter unrelated to the research topic 
could be necessary, especially with regard to a topic concerning behavioural 
engagement, but it could be helpful for teams to be aware of this concern, to 
help prioritize their focus. In this regard, an example can be taken from team 
DMTL: It taught subject matter regarding mathematics unrelated to its research 
topic, but members did not discuss how students learned the mathematical 
issue. Instead, they prioritized the group dynamics, which was their research 
topic.

In practice, teams could benefit from incorporating behavioural engagement 
more directly into the matter to be taught, as illustrated by team CMTL. A 
facilitator could support teams in formulating the concrete student behaviour 
they would like to observe and develop (Cerbin, 2011), which could help the 
teams make explicit connections between the matter to be taught and the 
behavioural aspects they want to develop. Furthermore, LS can be time-
consuming and requires substantial cognitive effort (Fernandez & Choski, 2002), 
so we recommend that LS teams prioritise discussing what is related to their 
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research topic, as team DMTL did. By prioritising, teams can use their time in a 
more goal-oriented and conscious manner, which could increase participants’ 
perceptions that LS is worthwhile. If time remains, the team can discuss 
additional observations unrelated to their research topic.

5.1.3 Pivotal research activities
From the plan phase onwards, all teams progressively deviated from their 
research topics. Notably, the students’ learning goals and the foci the teams 
chose regarding the observational data they planned to collect steered the 
focus of several research activities, in such a manner that additional topical 
foci emerged that were parallel to the research topic focus. This progression 
seems logical, in that the research activities require teachers to concretise their 
students’ learning (e.g., Dudley, 2014; Lewis et al., 2019), and LS teams can easily 
shift their focus to concrete and practical input during the LS cycle (e.g., Amador 
& Weiland, 2015; Bjuland & Mosvold, 2015; Lewis, 2016). Another possible 
reason the teams deviated at these points in the cycle relates to the challenges 
of working with a broad and abstract research topic related to behavioural 
engagement, as discussed previously. For practice, we recommend that teams 
and their facilitators pay specific attention to how the teams concretise student 
learning that relates to their research topic during two research activities: 
formulating learning goals for students and preparing the observational data.

5.2 Topical (mis)alignment and perceived teacher learning
The LTL team showed the least topical alignment, and the other teams did not 
reveal a clear relationship between topical (mis)alignment and perceived teacher 
learning. Although we identified team E as an HTL team, it is plausible that the 
reported difference in perceived teacher learning between this team and the 
MTL teams would have been negligible if all team members had filled out the 
questionnaire. For example, one team EHTL teacher who was vocal about not 
viewing LS as worthwhile during the meetings did not fill out the questionnaire. 
A surprising finding is that none of the teams indicated that they had learned a 
lot. This result could be related to the moderate topical alignment, though this 
explanation requires further research.

5.3 Limitations and research avenues
This study has some limitations that open possible avenues for further 
research. First, we measured perceived teacher learning using a seven-item 
questionnaire, which we analysed at the team instead of individual level. In 
some teams, perceived teacher learning varied, which is in line with previous 
research showing that individual teacher learning from LS can vary among 
team members (De Vries & Roorda, 2019; Skott & Møller, 2017). This variation 
underpins the influence of multiple variables on how teachers experience LS 
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and its value in their learning. Researchers might approach such differences 
with more caution, such as by conducting interviews that explore the factors 
that influence perceived teacher learning at an individual level. Furthermore, we 
acknowledge that teacher learning from LS can occur in several areas, such as 
teachers’ knowledge or norms and routines regarding professional development 
(e.g., Dudley et al., 2019), whereas continued research might focus on perceived 
teacher learning regarding the research topic.

Second, we did not analyse how participants and facilitators influenced 
topical alignment, because it is a new concept. Follow-up research could make 
participants aware of the concept beforehand. It would also be interesting 
to conduct stimulated recall interviews to shed light on participants’ and 
facilitators’ reasoning and perspectives on how they topically aligned their LS 
cycles.

Third, theoretically, topical alignment may seem straightforward to map; in 
practice, it is not. Several difficulties arose that compromised the repeatability 
and objectivity of this study (Devers, 1999). For example, participants 
occasionally defined a goal or question in one way but then referred to it 
in a different way later. In general, team members did not overtly notice or 
correct these changes as they occurred. Moreover, we chose to indicate topical 
alignment when the teams provided reasoning about how the discussed 
concepts interrelate (e.g., assumed relationship between involvement and 
adulthood), but we did not evaluate the adequacy of the reasoning. Additional 
research could investigate this issue. Another difficulty in interpreting topical 
alignment is that some crucial research activities took place outside the 
audiotaped meetings, such as preparing for data collection and detailed 
elaborations on the structure of the lesson. Thus, we are unsure whether the 
data provide a complete picture of all topical (mis)alignments. Nevertheless, 
by focusing on the available data, we provide a reasonable first exploration of 
topical alignment.

5.4 Conclusion
Although the relationship of LS to teacher learning requires further 
investigation, this exploratory study clarifies that, despite trained LS guidance, 
novice LS teams tend to work messily with their research activities as they 
progress through the LS cycle. In this study, we investigate the concept of 
topical alignment, which is useful for both practice and subsequent research in 
this area. In the future, we recommend placing topical alignment explicitly on 
the agenda of LS meetings. Strengthening this alignment could result in major 
improvements in perceptions of LS as worthwhile, because it would enable all 
research activities to contribute to deepening teams’ understanding of their 
chosen research topic, resulting in more meaningful teacher learning. Building 
on our results, we developed Appendix E, as a potential tool for LS participants 
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and facilitators to use in their efforts to uncover topical (mis)alignment at 
specific times during the LS cycle and thereby identify where topical alignment 
can be strengthened.

Notes
1. An item-level analysis did not reveal a distinctive pattern related to perceived teacher 

learning; the means of the items across teams are comparable, such that all teams 
score lower (e.g., increased subject matter) or higher (e.g., increased ability to observe 
students) on the same item.

2. The BBB method that team CMTL mentioned refers to a heuristic that reminds students 
to delay asking for teachers’ attention by first consulting their books (first B), then as-
king a neighbour (buddy, second B) for help, and only then asking teachers at their desk 
(bureau in Dutch, third B).

3. Important to note is that teams differ in how many research activities they conducted 
and how many themes and foci they discussed during, as shown in Table 3.

4. Kahoot! is a game-based online learning platform.
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Samenvatting

Blijf bij het onderwerp: inhoudelijke (mis)alignment tussen 
onderzoeksactiviteiten voor Lesson Study en de relatie met leerervaringen 
in Lesson Study teams

Lesson study (LS) is een professionaliseringsaanpak waarbij leraren in kleine 
teams het leren van hun eigen leerlingen onderzoeken. Leraren kiezen 
op basis van een vraagstuk uit hun praktijk een onderzoeksonderwerp 
waarover ze willen leren. Het is belangrijk dat leraren tijdens de verschillende 
onderzoeksactiviteiten van LS dit onderzoeksonderwerp op de agenda houden 
en erop voortbouwen. Dit proces noemen we inhoudelijke afstemming, in het 
Engels ‘topical alignment’. Uit onderzoek blijkt echter dat leraren gemakkelijk 
afdwalen van hun onderzoeksonderwerp, terwijl wij ervan uitgaan dat als 
teams bij hun onderzoeksonderwerp blijven, zij betekenisvoller en diepgaander 
leren ervaren. In deze exploratieve studie onderzoeken we hoe LS-teams hun 
onderzoeksactiviteiten inhoudelijk op elkaar afstemmen, en hoe dit verband 
kan houden met hun ervaren leren van LS. Dit onderzoeken we door middel van 
audio-opnames van alle LS-bijeenkomsten van vijf beginnende teams en een 
vragenlijst over het ervaren leren van LS door 17 LS-deelnemers. Deze studie 
laat zien dat inhoudelijk afstemming creëren uitdagend is voor LS-teams en dat 
het van belang kan zijn om dit expliciet op de agenda van de LS-bijeenkomsten 
te zetten. Naast concrete aanwijzingen voor de praktijk, biedt deze studie 
een checklist voor LS-teams om de inhoudelijke afstemming tussen de LS-
onderzoeksactiviteiten te bewaken.

Kernwoorden inhoudelijke afstemming, lesson study, leren van docenten, 
docentonderzoek, onderzoekend leren
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