DIALOGUES OF A TEACHER:

A Concept of Teacher as Researcher

BY

ZOE PHYLLIS THOMPSON

A Thesis
Submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the degree of

MASTER OF EDUCATION

Department of Educational Administration and Foundations
University of Manitoba
Winnipeg, Manitoba

{c) Copyright by Zoé Phyllis Thompson 1995



Bl e

Acquisitions and

Bibliothéque nationale
du Canada

Direction des acquisitions et

Bibliographic Services Branch  des services bibliographiques

395 Wellington Street
Ottawa, Ontario
K1A ON4 K1A ON4

The author has granted an
irrevocable non-exclusive licence
allowing the National Library of
Canada to reproduce, loan,
distribute or sell copies of
his/her thesis by any means and
in any form or format, making
this thesis available to interested
persons.

The author retains ownership of
the copyright in his/her thesis.
Neither the thesis nor substantial
extracts from it may be printed or
otherwise reproduced without
his/her permission.

395, rue Wellington
Ottawa (Ontario)

Your file Votre référence

Our flile  Notre référence

L’auteur a accordé une licence
irrévocable et non exclusive
permettant a la Bibliotheque
nationale du Canada de
reproduire, préter, distribuer ou
vendre des copies de sa thése
de quelque maniére et sous
quelque forme que ce soit pour
metire des exemplaires de cette
these a la disposition des
personnes intéressées.

L’auteur conserve la propriété du
droit d’auteur qui protége sa
these. Ni la thése ni des extraits
substantiels de celle-ci ne
doivent étre imprimés ou
autrement reproduits sans son
autorisation.

ISBN 0-612-16333-4

Canada



Name

Dissertation Abstracts International is arranged by broad, general subject categories. Please select the one subject which most
nearly describes the content of your dissertation. Enter the corresponding four-digit code in the spaces provided.

TERCHEA S NCFBEALER. HEMIANITIES —LBUCH TI0N

SUBJECT TERM

Subject Categories

THE HUMARNITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
COMPMUNICATIONS AND THE ARTS Psychology .....cocoeeererecrnrrucenenes 0525
Architecture ........cocerirereccnens 0729 Reading ..... ..0535
Art History . ....0377 Religious - ..0527
Cinema ..... ....0900 Sciences ...... ..0714
Dance ... ....0378 Secondary ...... ..0533
Fine Arfs .......... ...0357 Social Sciences ..0534

0723 Sociology of ...
....0391 Special _..........
...0399 Teacher Training .

...0708 Technology ................
..0413 Tests cndg p\ecsurements

Information Science ..
Journalism ........
Library Science .
Mass Communications .
MUSIC oo

?ﬁeech Communication 8322 Vocational .......ccvceeeeceirreannennens 0747
eater ... :
LANGUAGE, LITERATURE AND

EDUCATION LINGUISTICS
General .....cocoovviiviinenne 0515 Lanauage
Administration ..... ...0514 er?ercl
Adult and Confinving .. ...0516 Ancient .
Agricultural ...... ...0517 Linquistics
ARt 0273 Mopsnes -
Bilingual and Multicultural ........ 0282 literatore 7
Business ..........coeeenene ....0688 General
Commupnity College ..... ....0275 Classical e
Curriculum and Instruction ......... 0727 Comparativ "
Early Childhood .......... Mele;vu :
E!emenmry """" Modern ...

INANCE 1oreoeeecececereenas 5
Guidance and Counseling .. ﬁrl-:\l;ggon
ﬁeﬂhf ........................ SIAN oo,
H!g er S Canadian (English) ..

istory Of ... oy Canadian (French) ..
Home Economics . Englis
Industrial ...ovceererenne Gegn'mcn}.c. """""""
Lon%ucge.cnd Literature ............ Lafin Ameriean
Mathematics ............ Middle Eastern .
Phl_Jlle oy Romance

! °.5°ﬁ’ Y o Slavic and East Europea

Sl .o

THE SCIENCES AND ENGINEERING

BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES Geodesy ..o 0370
Agriculture Geology ... .0372
General ...c.oeevricrcrcne 0473 Gegphysics . .0373
AGronomy ... 0285 Hydrology .. .0388
Animal Culture and ineralogy .. .0411
NUIHON ... 0475 Paleobotany ... .0345
Animal Pathology .......c........ 0476 Palececology ... .0426
Food Science and Paleontology ... .0418
echnology ........ccccocomnncnne 0359 Paleozoology ... .0985
Forestry and Wildlife ...........0478 Pa ynolo%z ......... .0427
Plant Culture ........ ...0479 Physical Geography ...... .0368+
Plant Pathology .. ...0480 Physical Oceanography ............ 0415
Plant Physiology ... ...0817
Range Management .. ..0777 HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL
_ Wood Technology ............... 0746 SCIENCES
BIO{(&?ezaeral 0306 Environmental Sciences ............. 0768
Anatomy ... 0287  Health Sciences
et/ ; neral ... 0566
Biostatistics . ...0308 Audiology ... "0300
g, 0% Chomoiherapy . 0992
Ecology .. 0329 e — 0350
gr:on;p ogy - 8369 Hospital Management.......... 0769
le?'lillgs “““ 0793 ;-Iumon })eve|opment 8;3%
! mmunology ................ .
Mlcflreigllur ggég Medicine and Surgery .........0564
Neuroscience .. ..0317 ms:;?nl Health ............ 822;
Qceonography . 0416 Nutriion 7 10570
Ea{i?:ﬁggy """ 0821 Obstetrics and Gynecology .. 0380
oy i R Ogpnlteiond
Biopzhc;:iggy .............................. 0472 E?ﬁ“*f“ﬁmbgy ) Ogg}
General ....coooovviiii 0786 Pgur?ng?%lc‘;“ 0419
Medical ..o 0760 P1ar;ncc¥ 4 572
o s T o
Biogeochemistry ........ccovvvruncn. 0425 Rodiology ... 574
Geochemistry ........coccoocrrieeniae 0996 Recreation . 575

PHILOSOPHY, RELIGION AND
THEOLOGY

Philosophy ..... ..0422
Religion
%enercl 0318
Biblical Stu 0321
Clergy . 0319
History of . 0320
Philosoph: 0322
Theology .......... ...0469
SOCIAL SCIENCES
ﬁmﬁriccnI Studies ......coovverrnnn.
nthropolog
Archoeo?;gy
Culturdl ...
Physical
Business Administration
General ...oooveviviiiciiien 0310
Accounting . ...0272
Banking .......... ..0770
Management .. ...0454
Marketing ...... ...0338
Canadian Studies ........cooococe..... 0385
Economics
Generdl ......cooeveiiriinaen 0501
Agricultural ........ ...0503
Commerce-Busine ...0505
Finance .....ccoovvneie.. ...0508
History ... ...0509
Labor ..0510
Theo 0511
Folklore ...... ..0358
Geography ... ...0366
Gerontology .......covverriereinnnn. 0351
History
General ...oo.oooiiieee 0578
Speech Pathology ................ 0460
Toxicology ......... ...0383
Home Economics
PHYSICAL SCIENCES
Pure Sciences
Chemistry
General ..o 0485
Agricultural. ...0749
Analytical ....... ...0486
Biochemistry ...0487
Inorganic ... ..0488
Nuclear 0738
Organic 0490
Pharmaceu 0491
Physical ... 0494
Polymer 0495
Radiatio 0754
Mathematics .. 0405
Physics
General ... 0605
Acouslics . .0986
Astronomy
Astrophysics . 0606
Atmospheric Sci 0608

Afomic oo, 0748
Electronics and Elect g ..... 0607
Elementary Particles an

High Energy . 0798
Fluid"and Plasm 0759
Molecular 0609
Nuclear ..0610
Optics .. ..0752
Radiation . ..0756
Solid State L0611

SEAtishEs ..vevreriiceeceee e 0463
Applied Sciences

Applied Mechanics ................... 0346
Computer Science .................... 0984

D1s8/ |44
SUBJECT CODE
Ancient .....cooovveiinieeiieenns 0579
Medieval .0581
Modern .. .0582
Black ...... .0328
Abricon ..o 0331
Asia, Australia and Oceania 0332
Canadian .........cccoevevevennnn. 0334
European ....... .0335
Latin American .. .0336

Middle Eastern .. .
United States ..... .0337
History of Science

Generdl ......ooooieieieeen 0615
International Law and
Relations .........c.ccoeceeeennnin. 0616
Public Administration ...0617
Recreation ................. ....0814
Social Work ..o, 0452
Sociology :
General ......coooooviiii 0626
Criminologg/ and Penology ... 0627
Demography ... 0938

Ethnic and Racial Studies .....0631
Individual and Family

Studies ..oooveierirerieenana 0628
Industrial and Labor
Relations ........c.cooorerenn.. 0629

Public and Social Welfare ... 0630
Social Structure and
Development ..................

Theory and Methods ............
Transportation ............cccceevnee
Urban and Regional Planning .... 0999
Women's Studies .......c.oceoienne 0453
Engineerin

General ... 0537

Aerospace ... .0538

Agricultural ... .0539

Automotive ... .0540

Biomedical ..... .0541

Chemical ... .0542

Wil v .0543

Electronics and Electrical ...... 0544
Heat and Thermodynamics ... 0348
Hydraulic ....0545
Industrial
Marine .............
Materials Science ..
Mechanical .......

Packaging .
Petroleum ................
Sanitary and Municipal
System Science .........
Geofechnology .......
Operations Research
Plastics Technology .

Textile Technology ............ccc.c...
PSYCHOLOGY

General ......occoiieeeiiee 0621
Behavioral . ....0384
Clinical ........ ..0622
Developmental . ..0620
Experimental ... ..0623
Industrial ...... ..0624
Personality .... ..0625
Physiological ..0989
Psychobiology . ..0349
Psychometrics .. ....0632
Social cveere e 0451



DIALOGUES OF A TEACHER:

A CONCEPT OF TEACHER AS RESEARCHER

BY

Zok PHYLLIS THOMPSON

A Thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies of the University of Manitoba
in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of

MASTER OF EDUCATION

© 1995

Permission has been granted to the LIBRARY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MANITOBA
to lend or sell copies of this thesis, to the NATIONAL LIBRARY OF CANADA to
microfilm this thesis and to lend or sell copies of the film, and LIBRARY
MICROFILMS to publish an abstract of this thesis. ' '

The author reserves other publication rights, and neither the thesis nor extensive
extracts from it may be printed or other-wise reproduced without the author’s written

permission.



ABSTRACT

In this thesis, the author, a middle school teacher, uses
her writings over a five year period to explore herself as a
learner. In particular, she examines her practice within
her growing understanding of the concept of teacher as
researcher by using stories from the classroom. = The author
also looks at how writing helps her make meaﬁing of the
experience allowing her to see new patterns and new meanings

with the expressed goal of 1improving the quality of

education for students. Through reflection, beliefs and
values are uncovered. This is a self-conscious effort to
ground the norms of her practice. This thesis 1is a

"recommendation by demonstration" for educating as inquiry

as an important research methodology.
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(A

PROLOGUE

A New Image of Schooling

I stood outside the classroom surveying the chaotic
aftermath of a fairly typical school day. All was silent .
I glanced out the window and saw, rather than heard, the
trees being tossed by a warm spring wind. I felt the sun on
my shoulder. "what is going on? What am I trying to

accomplish here ?" I asked.

I woke up in the late 80's. It becane of great
interest to me to find out how the notion of teacher as
researcher (Stenhouse, 1975) could enable me to
systematically study my own practice so that practice would
become meaningful. Was this key to how I could make sense

out of daily life in the classroom?

The stories that follow have shown me a method and a
manner for the reconstruction of ny development as a
teacher so that I could uncover my beliefs and values that
are a part of my philosophy of teaching. The notion of
teacher as researcher has allowed me to become a student of
my own practices and beliefs. Inquiry and reform are now
intrinsic to my teaching and to my learning about teaching.
What I think is valuable about the work of Cochran-Smith and

Lytle (1993) is the visibility it gives to teacher work in



classrooms, teacher understandings, and mine that evolve
from making a connection to such experience. "[T}eacher
research makes <visible the way that teachers and student
{and parent] co-construct knowledge and curriculum..."

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, xiv).

Standing there in the window's warmth, looking back

at the 'mess' in the <c¢lassroom with 1its accompanying

frustrations, I resolved to do something. Things were a
mess, literally and metaphorical. How could I make things
better?

Somehow this question related to the purposes of
teaching and how best those purposes are to be carried out.
I read a piece by Peter S. Hlebowitsh (1990) that alerted
me to the purpocses of teaching.. Possibly, the part
missing for me was a systematic way in which to develop a
"...reflective consideration of the moral and pedagogical
implications of teaching” (p.155). I set out to fully
explore the following two questions. How does one go about
‘being a teacher' ? What are the implications of this new

knowledge?

This story is more than a description of what I do.
It is an attempt to articulate what it means for me to teach
as I am being informed by the experience I am describing.

This synthesis is an attempt to articulate what it is I am



teaching, why, and how it could be done better, to clarify
for myself my theory of praxis-oriented research. What I
think I now know 1is that my practice has improved, 1is
better, because of the examination I have carried through.
I am more wide-awake, conscious (Greene, 1978). When I
stood in the warmth of the classroom window surveying the
chaos of the school day and questioned my presence there, 1
knew that things had to get "better" or I would leave
teaching.~ What I now think is that "better" practice for
one group of students might not necessarily be the same for
a different group of students at a different time. "Better®
is not a place or destination; what I now think is that it
means constant refinement of practice. My understanding of
teaching has changed because of the understanding I have
developed of the methodology and philosophy of the concept
teacher as researcher. I have developed a new image of
schooling nested  with the concepts of caring,

collaboration, and community from stories from my classroom.

The narrative as a research methodology 1is consonant

with my experience. My experience 1s that narrative holds
a significant place in my family 1life and in school
language. Like an observer of trees and not the forest, I
choose to embrace the significance of this story in

organizing my experience of teacher as researcher and use it
as a base upon which to learn (Robertson, in Chorny, 1988,

p. 57). Narrative also attempts to explain the experience



with the many voices needed to construct that knowledge from
experience. I am referring to teacher knowledge as what I
have learned as a teacher in this story as it unfolds; an
uncovering of my beliefs and values and also a greater
understanding of some technical aspects of teaching.
Gadamer (1976, cited in Fleischer, 1994, pp. 105-106) refers
to the dialogical nature of understanding and with his
‘notion of "fusion of horizons", implies meaning is created
by mediation and interpretation. Meaning 1is socially
constructed; understanding becomes an event arrived at by
all of those present, students, teacher, parents,
colleagues, other researchers. My learning has become

visible for me from this context.

Writing, -reflecting, talking to others "...has
emerged from the dialectic of [my] experiences as both

[practitioner] and [researcher] and from [my] unwillingness

to privilege one role over the other" (Cochran-Snith,
Lytle, 1993). Both reflection in and on action (Schon,
1983) does not develop in isolation. Classroom research is

a methodology and a philosophy that helps classroom
teachers develop observation skills and a critical spirit
and is a collaborative process that does much to break the
isoclation Lortie (1975) identifies. When Lortie writes
"... the ablest people in the occupation are not expected
to add to the shared knowledge of the group. There is, in

short, no tradition ... ™ (p.241) ... 1 gasp, and know this



need not be. In addition to a community of inquiry with
other adults, a learning community is fostered in the
classroom with students gaining increasing confidence in

themselves as producers of knowledge.

What I mean by a critical spirit is bound to the notion
of educating as inquiry. Greene's (1978) wide-awakeness,
Schdén's (1987) "[elverything is practicum (p.16), Dewey's

(1938) "“community group" (p.65), Noddings (1984) "special

relatedness of <caring" (p-173), Coulter's (1994)
"dialogism", John Mayher's {1990) "uncommon  sense",
Newman's (1991) "questions about teaching these insights

raise"™ (p. 318) are notions that have stimulated my thinking
in such a way that my work as a teacher has become more
coherent for me. I have learned to systematically examine
my  practice to uncover "defensible practical principles"”
(Smyth, 1992, p. 298). The inquiry stance has led me to
confront frustrations and difficulties of the complexity of
teaching, Levin and Young's (1994) "habits of experience"
(p. 261), analytically and critically. It is a stance that

invigorates.

The constraints and tensions in the process are here
as a part of these stories; the greatest is habit of mind.
There is a sense here of teacher as powerful, yes, but not
as all-powerful. Empowerment is enabled within and because

of a connectedness to others and the learning from and along



with, others. It is my intent to show that the stories and
the context in which they are nested challenge old habits

and experience.

Learning can be enabled. There is a climate, a
culture, a system of supports, both technical and
intellectual. There is a conscious effort to connect values
and beliefs with actions to enrich the learning
opportunities of all schoolpeople. I use the metaphor
community to put some order into the messiness of teaching.
I find myself in a particular context in a new school
division. As I look back, I am challenged to wonder whether
I would be where I know I am now with my thinking, had I not
had the intellectual supports from this particular school
division. What I do know 1is that I started to teach
differently. This led to an unpacking of notions related to
pedagogy, curriculum, assessment, and the moral dimensions

of teaching. The stories will show how I came to know this.

"Do we get Math now?" is the type of often-asked
student question that makes me smile and drives me wild.
Makes me smile because 1 sometimes reply with "What would
you like to get now?" when I probably mean, "What would you
like to get now?" And drives me wild because my primary goal
is to make them independent and this seems to be such a
dependent question. Generally , students have learned they

are at school to be recipients of knowledge and they may not



accept any responsibility for their own learning. John
Mayher (1990) illustrates the metaphors of "empty vessel"”,
“"sponge", and "maze runner" to show how this idea of being
transmitted to is part of a ‘'common' vocabulary about

teaching.

Perhaps it was a "problem of elsewhereness, [something
that has made] it easy ... for teachers to leave deliberate
learning behind, to become dispensers of learning rather
than its practitioners"” {(Boomer, in Goswami & Stillman,
1987, p. 4). I suspect teachers and parents have usually
thought much the same. What exactly is a practitioner of

learning? What does that look like?

On that question, Dewey (1931) makes me radical. I
become relentless to pursue the meaning of those words.
When Dewey describes intelligence as a ‘'habit of mind', I
begin to believe that I <can use my intelligence, ny
learning, to achieve "... freedom from control by routine,
prejudice, dogma, unexamined tradition ... " and that this
action can become the "will to inquire, to examine, to
discriminate, to draw conclusions on the basis of evidence
after taking pains to gather all the available evidence"

{Dewey, 1931, in Webb & Sherman, 1989, p. 25).

I am inspired and emancipated by Dewey's (1930) words

on experience and thinking. I experienced a freedom to



explore educational ideas. Along the way I learned about
constraints too, but at the time, on this matter, Dewey
gives hope to dispell alienation. Now I can choose to
leave behind the arbitrariness of the isolation of action
and consequences, so that " ... [tlheir isolation, and
consequently their purely arbitrary going together, 1is
cancelled; a unified developing situation takes its place™"

(p.171).

LA new image of schooling

To mwe, Stenhouse's beliefs are rooted in the key
concept of personal professional development, that through
theory and reflective practice I can gain control of that

practice and become a practitioner of learning:

...the concept focuses our attention on
the notion of research as an activity
which is educative and developmental for
the individual teacher-researcher, as
well as (or .even rather than)
informative for the world at large
(Cameron-Jones, 1983, p. 4).

This suggests an alternative way to think about
personal, professional development. In an important way,
the teacher as researcher experience has allowed me to
become a student of my own profession, a way to learn about
learning and to practice that, and has stimulated me to

rethink teaching/learning. It has also meant that the



learner cannot give up all responsibility for learning, as
kids do when they say, "What do we get now?" This helps to
reconceive my own understanding and therefore to teach

differently.

This new image of schooling looks like and feels like
a community. There is collaboration. There 1s continuity
with the notion of professional development being on-going.
There is communication, dialogue, connections being made for
me with ideas, and above all - critique. I am reminded of

Dewey's idea of individual and social intelligence (Dewey,

in Webb & Sherman, p. 26). Within the teacher research
group that was formed because of initiatives in the
division, there was community. We had separate and

interconnected projects, but we met for a common purpose -
to discuss teacher work. We Jjoined because we were
committed to investigating practice. We were given time, a
place to meet, financial and technical support, and
recognition by the School Board for work that was valued.
We were trusted that the decisions we made and that the
projects we were interested in were somehow crucial to our

own professional and personal development.

Learning for me as a teacher, as well as for students,
and indeed the parents in the educational community, is more
than just the accumulation of facts; it is reflection and

also thinking and acting on that reflective process. The



10

action part is so important because it is in the doing that
circumstances change. It is important for me now to be
more systematic and orderly and to respect inquiry as
inherent in all that I do. As a teacher, I make hundreds of
decisions a day. Making a conscious effort to connect
judgment with the decisions and choices I make is an aspect
of this reflective process. This is Schdn's (1983)
contention about the reflective practitioner, reflecting in-

and on~ action.

I have always been a reflective practitioner in the
sense that I evaluate and question my work as it unfolds.
Learning how to put these reflections 1into productive
practice becomes what the term "teacher research"™ or "action
research" now means to me. It is also a method and manner
(Fenstermacher, 1992). - This was my c¢lassroom work that I
would examine through a reflective process "for the express
purpose of improving the quality of educational life in that
‘classroom” (Hopkins, 1985, p.25), or in other words, I was
learning to view my work in the classroom as "...autonomous
professional self development though systematic self study,
through the study of the work of other teachers and through
the testing of ideas by classroom research procedures”

(Stenhouse, 1975, p. 144).

The improvement of teaching is a process
of development. I mean by this: first,
that it is not to be achieved by a
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change of heart but by the thoughtful
refinement of professional skill ... ( p.
13).

Community

This process approach to the improvement of practice
evolved partially through meeting regularly with a group of
teacher researchers to talk about our work. We met monthly,
talked about frustrations and progress, even published some
writing, and spoke to the Board of Trustees. I experienced
emancipation and collaboration; teacher work and teacher's
perspective was valued! This fascinated me and committed
me to the development of teacher knowledge and understanding

in a way I had never thought of before.

Community is the metaphor I will use to describe how my
thinking was influenced. These communities of learning are
part of a spiral of events but I will describe experiences
with each as separate and then attempt to interweave them by
explicating the issues that bind them. Three community
influences have been my activities with two formal teacher
as researcher groups, membership in a community of
inquirers at the University, and less formal but equally
rewarding collaborative relationships with colleagues in my
school. Describing these encounters is a way of helping me
define myself in terms of the community efforts and

outcomes. I made a conscious effort during this time period
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to connect what it was I was doing within these teacher
groups to my development toward improving the quality of
educational life in the classroom. Now you might think this
is a great lszap; however, it was not. I wanted to connect
action with beliefs and I had to undergo educational work in
these communities in order to understand better what it was

that I believed.

There is a strong emphasis here on the process of
reflection in the systematic study of one's own teaching.
Reflection cn practice and the action taken to improve that
practice is central. The reflective process comes in many

forms.

Reflection for me came in the form of writing, during
and after class or meetings; reflection also took the form
of teacher talk with other teachers. Teacher talk about an
issue also became a mirror for thought. I learned that only
through reflection <c¢ould structures of practice be
transformed. It was as if it was a way to see what I had
thought. When 1 talked about what I was trying to
accomplish, the teacher talk that followed was often helpful
as it provided a mirror but it was also energizing in that
once I had talked about what I was doing, I had more courage
and motivation to act upon it. The group provided an

accountability and a responsibility. The transformation or
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change, including the reflective action, hopefully in

favour of improvement, is one outcone.

Written reflections can be found in my journals, field
notes, etc. Reflection often goes on during conversation
when, during the talk, the ideas beceme clearer. 1In head or
on paper, reflections often follow dialogue and even newer

ideas are created. Reflection accompanies reading as well.

Teacher work is viable. It can take many forms.
Think of the metaphor of planting of seeds. 1Is a thesis, an
inquiry poised, living, developing, germinating? People
in the educational communities whose ideas have ignited my
own are people who have planted many seeds and ideas --
some grew and some did not. These many good ideas are
common property in the community group and I have taken a
few special ideas, planted them, and cared for them myself.
Planting and caring for is part of the image of my classroom
research as I look back on it. Reflecting in writing and -
conversation has allowed me to work with ideas -- those of
others and my own. For some ideas I have had to dig deep to

be able to make them clearer to myself and for others.

I think Stenhouse (1975}, Hopkins (1985), Barth
(1991), Sizer (1984,1992), Mayher (1990), Dewey (1930, 1938,
1863), Newman (1991,1993), Coulter (1989,1994), have gone

planting educational ideas and invited others along. They
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have offered the metaphor of educating as 1inquiry,
transaction as opposed to transmission, no prescriptions of
course, and the image of "“community" 1is an important part

of this understanding.

Hopkins (1987) 1is also very clear about an inquiry
framework in which to theorize, reflect, to understand the
classroom experience, and "to create meaning out of that
understanding”™ (p. 112). Kemmis and McTaggart (1988)
propose how action research in the classroom can be planned
and carried out. Such framework is at all times however,
subject to the teacher's interpretation. The central
question for me being, what am I trying to do, to
change, and what is involved in changing it? In this view,
I am to be cast as " ... the developer not in the role of
the c¢creator or man [woman] with a mission, but in that of

the investigator™ (Stenhouse, 1975, p. 125).

I feel very much an investigator ‘and also a
"facilitator" (Rogers, 1969). In Webb and Sherman (1989),
Rogers is described as a person "not interested in teaching
anybody anything but is rather concerned with helping
individuals learn what they want to know" (p.23). These

efforts are facilitated by individual and group efforts.

And so I find nyself within a viable community. The

community of learners metaphor suggests a conscious effort
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made by all learners to be actively involved in the making

of meaning, in the communication of goals and
accomplishments. The teacher research group I was a part
of provided this opportunity.. It was up to us as

individuals and as a group to provide the richest and most

fertile opportunity to learn from and with each other.

Caring

Stenhouse made the connection between teacher
development and curriculum development. In this reading I
found an ethic of respect in the development of self as a
teacher and the relationships to those being taught. It is
this point in the communication of ideas that interests me.
Some seeds have started to grow for mne. In addition. to
looking at my "activity" in the classroom differently, (I
was beginning to talk about "my work"), I started to make
some connections between the notion of curriculum and the
whys and hows of decisions I was making for kids. The
notion of caring involves words like trust, respect, freedom
to explore ideas, expectations to reflect, synthesis, think
“through carefully, and articulate what has been learned.
Caring also means a trust in and respect for where the other
learner, a student, another colleague, is coming from. What
is going on in the lives of my students creates for them

their ways of knowing and they bring that to the
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relationship that we develop in the classroom. Caring means
a respect for relationships and an acknowledgement of the
importance of relationships in the learning process in the

classroom.

Curriculum takes on a different meaning - something
separate but connected to what is in the student or teacher
text books. Stenhouse makes a distinction between the

intended curriculum as a guide with images, the what and

how, and the actual curriculum or what actually goes on
between teachers and students, which 1s the context. The
what and how are my decisions. The context is how the what
and how play out in the course of the teaching-learning
relationship for each student and myself. Students are
expected to respond, reflect, and be conscious of their own
learning for, in that, their "activity" becomes conscious
learning for then. Curriculum becomes the creation of
individual meaning within é context. In defining the

curriculum problem Stenhouse emphasizes,

The gap between aspiration and practice
is a real and frustrating one... [which]
can be <closed only by adopting a
research development approach to one's
own teaching, whether alone or in a
group of co-operating teachers (1975,

pP.3).
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Curriculum development rested on my development as a

teacher where I could put "ideas into classroom
practicalities™ (p.25) and strengthen ny practice
systematically and thoughtfully by testing ideas. I was

trying to involve students in this way of thinking about
"their work" too. It seems that our development as learners
in the classroom depended on this understanding. It was
important for me that students had an opportunity to be

encouraged to become wide-awake, to be free to see choices.

Stenhouse was committed to the ‘'emancipation' of
students and teachers in the Humanities Curriculum Project.
There was a movement away from the teacher-dominated
classroom to teacher as facilitator. The term "teacher as
researcher" was intended to liberate the teacher as well
from hierarchical bureaucratic control to encourage
initiative and to have teachers take increased
responsibility for work that they do. This shift from a
hierarchical notion to a notion of equality was one I was
making and experiencing. In my view, he believes in the
idea of teacher's research into her own teaching situation
and is concerned with the development of a sensitive, self-
critical, subjective perspective (pp. 157-158). As part of
this teacher research "community™ I felt a sense of
equality. We teachers were in conversation monthly with the
assistant superintendent, who in the "hierarchy"™ was the one

who showed the utmost respect, as does Stenhouse, for
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teacher work. The school Board of Trustees was also acting
as if this was a partnership. They had committed funds to
the group.

Collaboration

I had often felt alone and struggling with teaching
ideas and sometimes found it hard to be taken seriously when
I wanfed to talk about aspects of practice I felt were
problematic. There is a sense of caring, but no tradition of
acting. The problem was, how to make reflective action
fruitful? In his book, Dan Lortie (1975) describes
teaching as an isolated profession in which an outstanding
career can exist "without being thought to have made a
single contribution to the knowledge of teaching in general;
the ablest people are not expected to add to the knowledge
of the group" (p.241). This was not only depressing for me,
but made me think about all those other teachers who were
also needing to communicate with other teachers. How rare
and wonderful to have time to talk about teacher work when
not in a rush over lunch or on hall duty with its

interruptions!

In his writing, Garth Boomer (1987) also speaks of
this alienation. Boomer speaks of "big R Research" as

opposed to "action research" which he sees as something
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keeping theory and practice as separate entities; but, as
ideas germinate, as something that need not always be so.
He writes: "Three tiers of education have progressively.
alienated many teachers from their own craft, the craft of

teaching and learning" (p.#6)

I was beginning to be active and conscious about what I
was learning in this process and how that learning could
inform my practice, help me to make systematic alterations,
in orxder to 'improve', at least from my perspective, what it

was I thought I was trying to accomplish.

Boomer continues: " It is as if the medium in and
through which they work is invisible to them and therefore

inaccessible to theorizing” (p.6).

I was beginning to see the classroom picture as if it
were a photograph in which I was able to step in and out.
To become a part of the learning when stepping inside the

frame, and an observer of the activity as I stepped out.

He continues to say: "The established acts of

education have become taken for granted" (p.6).

There was much about teaching that I was simply
accepting and not challenging. Why had I continued for

years to struggle with those things that were niggling at me
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without a way to work with them productively? Then I was

not challenging notions.

And also in the same paragraph : "Such teachers tend
also to have been alienated from their own heads, having
been so constantly challenged in their schooling to

accommodate other people's heads™ (p.6).

It is depressing and scary to think that all we do as
teachers is to teach what we have been taught in the way we
have been taught, especially if that has been a style that
does not challenge. As a preservice teacher I had been
depressed by the joke 'Those who can do, those who can't
teach'. How dare anyone 'joke' about the profession I held
in such high regard. It was a long time before I heard
the educational leader in my community say, "those who can,

do; those who understand, teach"”.

"They are, therefore, chronically prone to teach

alienation” (p. 6).

I was no longer alone.

But let me go back.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Classroom as A Community

It is first thing after lunch. I am reading a novel to
this class. 1I've chosen it because Nathan has asked me to.
He came in the other day, excited, his face lit up, full of
words, although he rarely talks, clearly excited about the

story.

"Mrs. Thompson, you have to read this book to the

class."
"Why ?" I asked him.
"Because it is just like us," he replied.

So I'm standing here reading to this sixth grade class
that's driving me crazy. As I begin, they settle down, in a
very uncharacteristic way. That surprises me. | Anna,
usually unable to stay still for a minute, is sitting with
her <chin in her hands, her eyes fixed firmly on nme,
attentive and quiet. David, the high strung, argumentative,
logical lawyer, is -lounging silently, but watchful at his
table. There's Mark, fidgeting, tapping his feet, fiddling
nervously with a pencil, but he is the only one of the lot

and I am simply amazed.
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This <class 1is wusually so rambunctious, constantly
arguing with each other and with me. I can't seem to get
anything going that doesn't erupt into controversy. And

here they are. Engaged. Focussed on the story.

I'm at my wits end. I marvel at their rapt attention
for they have taught me that I am sitting on a powder keg,
on the edge of a volcano and any minute now things are going
to erupt in a squabble, yet another classic battle of wills.
I feel like the cobra being mesmerized and mezmerizing the
audience. What 1is going on here? To further compound my
tension, I see the principal looking into the opening of
this open area classroomn. He stands quietly for a few
minutes and I am not sure whether he is listening to the
story, 1is in a trance due to shock over the quiet and
control he sees, or 1f he genuinely wants my attention. I
panic, and keeping the panic out of my voice is no small
task, because I don't want to break the spell. I continue

to read and the children continue to listen.

This is not the first battle of wills. My first year
as a teacher was a battle with unruly, bright, challenging
kids who were eager to question, to argue, to squabble, to
struggle with who they were. And they were all in motion,
in front of my face, all day long, with no chance for me to
come up for air to give one thought about who I was and what

I was trying to accomplish there. The tremendous struggle
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with books and lesson plans, edquipment, classroom supplies,
not to mention challenges from other teachers who thought I
wasﬁ't "doing it right" was almost more than I could bear.
I was surprised by some tremendously supportive parents of
the brightest students who seemed to understand more than
other teachers did. They did a lot of smiling and nodding

and sighing.

What really took the cake that first year was a year-
end comment, naturally, from a more experienced teacher who
said, "Well, we will all be glad to see the ass end of that
class.” I stared. She lounged with her cigarette, an arm
loosely flung over her chair back, like some grey-haired

Joan Crawford.
"What?' I said, my incredulous jaw hanging. -

"Oh, yeah! That c¢lass is the worst c¢lass to come
through this school. We have all had them and can't wait

for them to be gone."

SHE knew. THEY knew. The entire time. And at no time
did they lend support. There was lots of criticism, yes,
lots of what I wasn't doing right. But no one, not one of
those experienced teachers had stopped to say, "Here, this

is what works for me."”
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I was ready to quit. It wasn't the kids, although
they were difficult enough. It was the other adults who

showed me that I was on my own, sink or swim.

The next year, things were better. I had overheard the
odd comment that my work was "improving”. I was sharing a
classroom with another new teacher again that year. Sharing
meant that when I was with the c¢lass, he was teaching
elsewhere. Someone said the term "team teaching™ but that
was a quizzical remark. One day, the principal requested a
meeting with me and my teaching partner. We were told that
the classroom "was less messy". Did he mean that what was
happening for me as a teacher must be coming more coherent
for me because it was for him, or did he mean that the kids

were putting away their things now?

I looked at my partner and wondered how we had
accomnplished a tidier room. I wasn't consciously aware that
that was one of things we were trying to accomplish. As a
matter of fact, I was struck by the fact that we seldom
discussed anything. The principal also commented that I
took criticism well and that I learned from advice. I guess
that was how to "improve®. I learned to survive on such

crumbs.
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Things didn't really get better. My next class was an
equally unruly bunch at a new school and the battle started

all over again. Then there was Greqg.

He was explosive. I was constantly on edge wondering
when he would hurl the next object, in whose back he would
land the next punch, and what new combination of obscenities
he would gush out. He was tall, muscular, and had pale blue

eyes that cut through me. What made him hate so much?

I was coming into the school for my afternoon class
with him and was taking a short cut through the back hall
that led to the gym. I noticed the quiet as I opened the
door to the dark gym with only the dim stage lights
glowing. I started through. The stage door, partially
hidden by the stage - curtains, burst open, slammed against
the wall. A tall, lanky figure rushed onto the stage. He

stopped still at the edge.

"Fuck You!" he wailed, head thrown to the roof, face

half-1it by the soft lights, his body twisted in agony.
I froze.
Just as quickly as he had burst onto stage, he wheeled

and he left silently. The door shut with a swish and

whisper. Yes, it was Greq.
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I came unstuck. My body moved me forward. I entered
the bustle and light of the central portion of the school
filled with colours and bodies and talk and laughter. He

was nowhere to be seen.

My mind was whirling as I propelled myself forward to
the staffroom. What had I witnessed? What was going on for
him? Something was happening I had no idea about. I
didn't know what his life was like. I didn't know the
community, nor the parents very well. Whatever was
happening in the classroom between Greg and me, this battle

was larger than both of us.

What was I going to do?

I met Joanne seven years ago. Then she was an
educational consultant from the Department of Education and
now she is retired, probably without the knowledge that she

changed how I think about my work forever.

I listened to every word she spoke to our Language
Arts Study Group about kids and how it was possible to
organize for learning for and with them. I heard her talk
about a notion of examining our work as teachers and how we

could learn from that examination. I heard her describing
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deliberate, purposeful actions of well-informed teachers. I
accepted the invitation to talk to her more over the summer.

My work began to take on a different look and feel.

August, 1990 With modelling and practice, results should be
more cooperative behaviour -- student will show she has
learned skills. There is a problem here. Johnson model --
too complicated? Too many steps? Are all roles necessary?
Re-read Johnson and Johnson and re-think model -- develop my
own?

Another problem: What exactly is cooperative learning?
Learning more facts and retaining them longer? the social
process? the product? What do I concern myself with? --
see 1if process gets the product? Is the product higher
marks?

September 9, 1990 Students select their own seating
arrangements this morning. Groups of three. Students seem
content with this new look. Groups of three sit side by
side. Not much oracy. Is it because of changing the
furniture around?

Students reluctant to speak freely. We are working on
a writing piece and the kids are asked to linterview each
other but have difficulty. I offered interview questions to
get things rolling. Groups a bit stiff in their reactions.
What is making this so hard? Shouldn't this be fun?

I want to seal these interviews in separate envelopes
as letters to be re-opened next June by each student . It
will be a looking back on the way it was.

September 13, 1990 New classroom tables for centre
activities. Groups in four, in pairs, face each other.
Face to face works better. More talk. I've decided to try
homogeneous groups, opposite of what the book says.
Difficult to cooperate/ cannot make the banner together.
Arguing. Loud. I don't think this groups of kids likes
each other very much. Too much homogeneity?

October 2, 1980 Will togetherness at camp solve this
problem of getting along with some harmony?
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Groups are resisting this quad arrangement of
furniture. Feuds going on. Is it the homogeneity?

October 5, 1980 Talked to Linda, the principal, after
school about my frustrations with cooperative learning and

the kids. Not too coherent. Her comments about
cooperative learning are encouraging. Just having someone
to talk to helps me to find enthusiasm again. I heard her
say something about different models. She'll observe a
class.

Joanne talked about keeping my own reflective journal
about my school day. This is a glimpse of the first. I
told my students what Donald Graves had told me about not
knowing what he had thought until he had looked at what he
had written. The huge difference was that now I was

experiencing that for myself.

So began the first few months of my first research
project that was to change my understanding of what it means

to be a teacher.

With cooperative learning theory I was beginning. to
learn about goal structures, clearly described tasks, and
outcomes. I was beginning to learn with action research
methods that there was a way to organize my thinking so

that I could see the classroom picture, and not just feel

the emotional turbulence. The mirror reflection was
becoming refracted. Hamilton (1973, cited in Stenhouse,
1975) speaks of this 'refraction’ as opposed  to

transmission: " ... the relationship between a teacher and
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taught is best understood as a refracting rather than as a
transmitting mwmedium” ... "different individuals learn
different things from ﬁhe same event" (p. 154). I had a
sense of the complexity of the matters ahead. I wondered if

I would find a coherent concept?

Somewhere, I had read that according to cooperati?e
learning theory skilful group members are made, not born.
It was becoming clearer to me that skilful teachers are
made, not born. Experiencing what is important, however,

takes time. I would learn patience.

Becoming Reflective and Watching Kids

I wanted to know if students trained in cooperative
learning with demonstration, instruction, modelling and
guided practice, with opportunities for practice in specific
contexts with appropriate teaching skills {listening,
sharing information and ideas,) would =~ stay on task,
encourage others to participate, reflect on group process?'
Would they demonstrate by some type of product ( oral,
written, cooperative presentation) an understanding of the
process of group work by meeting some specific criteria?
The criteria needed to focus on behaviour such as courtesy,

polite interaction, respect, attentive listening.
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I didn't know that important parts of the problem would
be the thinking through of social-emotional factors that
would help the cognitive, or what teaching strategies would
be used to help the students develop skills such as brain-
storming , prioritizing, categorizing, note-taking, etc. I
did know however, that my fact-finding techniques would
include observation, interviews, some surveys, and audio

and video tapes of classroom activities. I started.

When collecting and analyzing what I had, I hoped to
do some networking with other teachers. Then I would be
ready to present my conclusions and recommendations about

how to proceed the next time I attempted to look at my

practice. The complexity of the task at hand was
overwhelming.
This is an excellent example of what Kieran Egan

(1990) means when he says we have no coherent concept of
practice. There may appear to be a logical relation of parts
in this problematic aspect of practice that I have described
above; however it was the experience of teacher as
researcher that allowed this logical and orderly relation
of words to evolve into a cbhesion of parts that permitted

comprehension.

I did a literature search to learn about cooperative

learning. I started with Circles of Learning (1986} by
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Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec as well as Group Processes in

The Classroom by Richard A. and Patricia A. Schmuck. I read
every recent article from Educational Leadership and
Cooperative Learning - The magazine for Cooperation in
Education. I attended after school workshops conducted by
people well-trained by David and Roger Johnson, from
Minneapolis, and by the similar work of Kagan (1990), now
working in California. These workshops were especially
interesting since they were made up of teachers who came
from such different backgrounds, yet we were all together,

interested in the same topic.

I was active in the workshops where we talked about
our classes. My class that year was busy and bubbly. A
fascinating group of individuals; similar to the chaotic
group from the previous year in the sense that there was a
lack of hafmony and the feeling of not getting along.
Friendships and alliances were always changing and there was
an unusual amount of squabbling. How was I going to foster a
togetherness, a family feeling, a "community"? I also wanted
to engage them in academic concerns (higher marks) but I
didn't think I «could do that until there was some

cooperation within the classroom.

The workshopping was a "stuff it in™ kind of problem
approach. We were stuffing our back packs. I was

learning "stuff" but when it came to employing what came out
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of the back pack, making meaning with these facts in the
classroom, I began to really struggle. I think this is
what Boomer (1987) means when he says that minor "stuff"™ can
be told, transmitted; what is of major significance needs to
be experienced, to be acted upon so that one understands it
well and does it effectively (p.12). I needed to chew and

digest the backpack stuff.

That's the.point of it all. Why didn't I see? I
spent a lot of time gathering facts and information but had
absolutely no idea of how I was going to use that
information. What good is going to workshops and learning
"stuff" if it can't be made useful in the classroom? Also,
what T didn't see at the time was that in order for me to be
able to teach cooperative learning theory better, I had to
understand it well myself. Oh, I thought I understood it.
I had an armload of handouts, diagrams and notes, did I not?
I was starting to "tinker" (Huberman, 1992) spontaneously to
test a few things, was I not? Not. The frustrations were
many. Until I started to grapple with my own learning I

was still "transmitting™ and not transacting.

The  educational research  surrounding cooperative
learning theory was very positive (Johnson, Johnson &
Holubec, 1986; Slavin, Dec.89-Jan.90; Maeroff, 1990; Kagan,
1990; Sapon-Shevin & Schniedewind, Dec.89-Jan.90). But what

exactly did it all mean? What exactly was cooperative
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learning theory? I was still struggling. Could I recreate
the astonishing claims that had been made in the literature

for my own students? 1 abandoned the books for a while.

I started questioning other teachers around me and
found much material already in use in other classrooms.
This amazed me. When 1 asked, teachers were happy to share
resources and stories of their own experiences. This also
amazed me. I was surprised and comforted by learning that
other teachers were working with the same "problem".
Comforted because I liked the feeling of being connected to

what we were all doing.

This was an atmosphere of sharing. We shared teaching
materials and the experiences that go with such materials.
I was new in the school, didn't know teachers very well,
and it gave me a common ground for talk. I enjoyed
experimenting along with c¢olleagues. One teacher talk
helped me reach a better understanding of the theory behind
cooperative learning because we shared moments in
practice. Working collaboratively gave me support and
encouragement. Maybe this same experience would be
important for kids? I think this is what Huberman was
saying about the state of the art of teaching. What works
is collegial activities and similar goals. It 1s not that

simple, but I was making a start.
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Back to the books again. The detail about classroom
structures in David and Roger Johnson's work is
comprehensive. The theory suggested that children woﬁld
perform like clockwork if they were properly trained with
these structures. Everything was laid out step by step. I
perceived from this recipe-like book that elements of
positive interdependence, face-to-face interaction,
individual accountability, interpersonal and small group
skills, and procedures for processing at the end of the
lesson, were simple. It was simply a matter of cause and
effect, was it not? If I did this and the students did

that, then this would happen. Wouldn't it?

I genuinely started to tinker in the classroom. I had
books, notes, colour-coded charts. I explained to the

class a whole lot about what working co-operatively could

look like. I made a chart explaining the roles students
could take when trying to work together to complete some
work. The chart consisted of what the role looked like and
what the role sounded like. We modelled what the 'recorder'
and 'materials person did and said, and the facial
expressions that the 'encourager' could use. We also made a
list of words that people who were the 'encourager' could
say. I tried to give the kids the global idea of what this
manner of working together looked and sounded like. I kept
the charts on the walls through out the year for easy

referral. Kids needed reminders and so did I.
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I assigned roles to each of the four people in the
groups of four, assigned a task, and observed the
interactions that followed. At the time,. I believed the
task was not as important as the practice with the roles. I
am not sure this was clear for the students. It was the
task that they seemed to need to see as important. Getting
involved intrigued them. They liked the puzzle and mystery.
I observed that they were quite unconscious of the new roles
they were supposed to be playing. They were involved with
the puzzle because the puzzle, not the new role, was the

'work?'.

The learning of the cooperative manner in which to work
did not appear to be their goal yet. The roles they were
enacting were quite new to them and they needed practice. 1
told the kids that some might feel a little phoney in the
new 'role' to be played, but that that was okay. 1 assured
them that soon, when they were more comfortable with their
role in the group, this cooperative way to behave would seem

more natural. We needed to do a lot of practicing, I said.

I observed an interesting thing as the kids were
‘acting' out their roles assigned. Bmy was assigned the
role of 'encourager' and could not say the words out loud
that would encourage others to work. Even though she had
taken part in the talk and recording on the chart of what

encouragement sounded like, she could not say the words to
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the other kids in the group. Although she had in front of
her the written visual aid, she was frozen. I could see a
blankness in her eyes. She iooked terrified. 1 teased and
struggled with examples of words she could say and finally

got her to say "All right!"®

This was the same student who was lost at the
Hallowe'en party when it came time to play party games
with other kids. Amy simply did not know what to do
socially. As encourager, she did not know what to say. Was
this a fear of something new? (I could relate to that!)
Did she not have the vocabulary? Were the words not inside
her? Had she had no model in her mind about encouragement?
Had anyone encouraged Amy as she was learning to do new
things? I began to think of her sense of self-worth and
wondered where the esteem words fit in her life. If they
were in her life, what <could I do to enable her to speak
them? If they weren't in her lifé, then what? Was it
possible that everyone in the class needed to hear these

words more frequently and practice them more?

"I decided what the class needed was a model. I was
certainly more attuned to practicing out loud all the self-
esteem words I could. Could I be a model? With practice, I
would become more comfortable saying these things without
making them feel as if I was insincere. I tried something

new.
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During a late night television show I was fascinated by
the comedy skit about "daily affirmations". On the late-
late show, thesé comments were a bit saucy, but the idea was
a great one. The next day I wrote out small cards , one for
each child, with a short positive message. I wrote words
such as "I'm glad you are here", "You are wonderful", "I
noticed how you helped with Martha's reading yesterday",
"I'm glad you are in ny class", "Keep up the good work"
"That's the first time I've had anyone think of those
helpful ideas in class discussion. Thank You". I wanted to
personalize the cards, yet planned to reuse then. My
intention was to shuffle the "deck" and each morning, place
a card on each desk; intending simply to add to their

cheerful morning opening exercises!

I tried the cards the next day. I watched the kids'
reaction when they discovered the cards on their desks. Some
were pleased. Some were sceptical. I had intended to
collect the cards, reshuffle the deck, and do the same
routine the next morning. No such luck. The kids kept the
cards! That night I made a new set and once again
distributed themnm. The kids came in to class, noticed the
ca;ds again, picked them up, shared them hesitantly,
giggled .... and kept the cards again! I felt it was
though I wasn't in the picture; at those moments I was out,
looking in. I chose not to step in. I never had the heart

to tell them I wanted the cards back. They loved the daily
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affirmations that they were wonderful and cared for and
trusted. Their feelings of self-worth needed all the
support they could get. The next and last set of cards for
that week had their names on them. And vyes, they kept

them.

Another teacher and I were sharing some talk about
encouraging a cooperative attitude and very early in our
investigations, she said the one thing that struck her was
this: "Self esteem is everything"”. The cards had proved

it.

I thought of the good-looking tough kid, Brian, who
had to win the game with the chocolate candy kisses as the
prize. He had to win. He had to win more candies than his
partner. He boldly articulated why. He said if he did

not win, he would "lose face".

In Brian's world the important thing to do to gain
favour was to be the strongest. So I guess when the game
was designed around an arm wrestle, there was only one
pattern of behaviour that would work for him. Games were
competition, and competition meant that there was only one
winner. Important learning for me was Brian's openness and
understanding of competition and losing face. This was a

. self-esteem issue with him.
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It gave me a clue about this kid's toughness. He was
the tough guy on the play ground, the leader in the games.
The other boys appeared genuinely to like him as I observed
that he was a fair person but not averse to backing up his
decisions with a threat if needed. The other boys usually
did not challenge his leadership but at times a girl would.
The boys tended to treat such challenges for control by the
girls in a chauvinistic manner even though in this
particular case, Brian knew Julie packed a big punch. What
probably complicated the challenge for the girls was this
chauvinism at a time of puberty. This was probably no
ordinary muscle-flexing. Brian was a rebel and some of the

girls were noticing.

I saw Brian from a different point of view. I also
knew he was the most gifted writer of stories and poetry in
the classroom. He was a sensitive and inspired writer. He
was intelligent when intelligence was not the standard of
excellence in his social group. In this way, the
confusion I was feeling about his 'street' behaviour was

beginning to clear up .

It is the talking with students and observing them
during these learning activities that is so intriguing and
informative. Watching kids took on a new meaning. I felt
I knew that student 'better'. Not surprisingly, as this

parallels the value I place on teacher talk time. Talking
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about real things in common changes relationships in an
important way. Such  encounters certainly informed future

practice.

Things get messy

I was anxious to try some more complex cooperative
activities in the classroom and collected some lesson plans
used by other teachers that 'worked'. The next thing I did
was to rearrange the furniture for face-to-face interaction
of students. This was one of the rules. Students need to
be looking at each other as they talk and negotiate the
task. There was a big problem of getting the students to
listen to me when they were arranged to face each other. So
much for switching the locus of control and not being clear!
Much later I 1learned to use the furniture differently.
However, these physical arrangements continued to plague me
because the furniture and the shape of the open area space
was not conducive to this kind of interaction. It was not
only the difficulties with teaching the strategies of
cooperative learning to the kids, but the difficulties with
the physical set-up of the room that was causing me concern
now. Putting kids face to face is not easy in sonme
settings and does not automatically guarantee that there
will be any interaction whether productive or positive.
There is more than just being face to face; what if they

hated each other ?
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We tried a task in groups of four. There was something
magic about four. Students were asked to create a design,
banner, or logo that incorporated something from everyone
in the group. This class of students had been in the same
grouping, with very few people changes, from their beginning
school days in this building. This was their fifth vyear
together as more or less one group. I was surprised that
small groups could not agree on a few ideas to finish a

task.

There wasn't a lot of progress to complete the banner.
They didn't seem to need to look for me for clarification of
directions. What was happening? Was it the phase of the
moon? Was it the directions? Were they sleepy? But then,

I saw things start to bubble.

There was a lot of talk in the groups. Some looked
guite emotional. Some were bossy with their ideas, some
were angry because they didn't feel listened to. Some were
silent. And a few were already skilfully capable of
working co-operatively towards designing the artwork. I

observed things other than the incomplete assignment.

This was a very complex thing that I was expecting
them to do. The social skills the students needed to
practice were mnmuch more basic than the strategies I was

attempting to inculcate. I was beginning to believe that
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the sense of self worth was the most important and most
basic building block of all. I didn't want to coerce the
students into ‘acting' out a ‘'task'. I waﬁted them to
stretch their belief systems to value the accomplishment of
a group goal. Finding ways to help them get in touch with
their belief systems, with their awareness of themselves as
unique and wonderful, needed as much work as the
'practicing' or 'Tacting out' of cooperative roles. And of
course, this was a huge matter in itself, adding to the

conplexity of any work with children and life in school.

My teacher friend had said, "self-esteem is
everything". A strong sense of self can contribute to a
strong sense of group and a strong group can certainly help
to make stronger a person's sense of self-esteen. Which
first? I decided I needed to work at developing both at

the same time.

Early in that school year our outdoor education
experience was something I was counting on to create a
different sense of togetherness than the one I was observing
and thought I understood. Changing the milieu changes ways
of thinking sometimes. We would be physically closer for
longer and 'school work' would be different. What if

something did come up?
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I wasn't happy that not all the students in my class
were taking part. Kenny had isolated himself from the group
for several weeks now and was determined not to go to camp.
He tore up his camp letter, he refused to talk to me about
it, and it seemed he didn't want his mother to even know
about it. When I phoned his mother to talk to her, she was
surprised. She had received none of the school
communications about camp. She was willing to go along with
his strong resistance not to go on this three day outing in
the Whiteshell. I told her I needed him there. I could not
understand his stubbornness, I said. His mother told me
that she thought she did and that he wouldn't be going on
the trip. Later she disclosed something tragic that had
happened to her son when he was away from her for a summer.
I was reminded that children's agendas deserve respect. I
was resisting his resistance because of my agenda; I wanted
the student group structures to be ideal. Ideal from my

perspective. There is no perfection.

I also wasn't happy with the way we decided to
structure the student groups for camping. The kids' groups
were mixed according to gender and classroom groups. This
meant that kids would get a chance to get to know other
kids. This school was somewhat unigue in that there were
classes of heritage 1language students and classes of
students who were not in a heritage language program. The

streaming caused by the heritage language program
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segregated the students for much of the school day.
Cultural and curriculum as well as groupings and timetables
were social barriersvfor friendships. Camp organization was
a chance to change that. There were broader goals that need

to be considered.

We attempted to expand the students social network. I
believe that reorganizing student groups may work towards

the broader school goal; however benefits may be short

lasting. There was little in the daily practice of the
school life to mix kids. The school leadership was aware
of this and putting some changes into place. But the

streaming continued. Did this teach the kids that expanding
their social circle was less than desirable, simply because

we did not model it?

Home room groups did have time in each camp day to
meet. This was the best part of the day for mne. We sat
on the floor. We talked about the day and spent most of the
time laughing about funny and scary things that happened to
us. We did some writing. There was something to
collaborate about. There was this big-as-all-outdoors
experience to talk about. It touched all of us, one way or
another. I wondered how to capture this magic, transport it

back to the classroom that seemed so far behind ?

I intended to think hard on that.



45

Group processing that goes on at the end or during the
task 1is crucial. This is Schon's contention about
refleéting in- and on-action. We were talking about our
experiences and we were laughing and making connections with
each other. I tried to recreate the magic of the camping

evenings later in class.

At camp we raised our hands and drew an imaginary
string from our lips up into the air for a silence signal.
The kids were taught this trick and we loved to watch each

other as it worked for a group of one hundred hungry people

before meals. The next week I tried it back in the
classroom. There were some giggles and tentative
compliance. Then someone said with a sneer, "That's dumb.

We don't have to be quiet. That's just for camp.”

"Why?' I asked.

"Because it just is."

I didn't know what to do next. I felt I had lost

something. How to retrieve that authenticity?

Julie showed me what real meant. Group process pages
were half sheets of chart paper tacked to the bulletin board
and stored there chronologically, with the most recent

record of what went well, and what we could improve upon for
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next time. These charts became the learning logs for the
groups. 1 was surprised one day to see the kids clustered
around the charts before their next Social Studies class.
The leader in this c¢luster was Julie who also had so much
difficulty making social and friendly overtures during the
Hallowe'en party. She got up out of her chair and led the
group to use the charts to see what they had done the day
before! It was not necessary for the teacher to focus the
class. She was already ‘doing it, standing in command,
jabbering and leafing through the chart paper, organizing
the others. When I saw teachable skills enabling the
learning I was thrilled! She had worked through this new
technique and made it personally meaningful, making a tool
out of it. There was an interdependence developing and an

independence with learning. My knees were weak.

The one thing Julie was good at was organizing. She
was the student who always asked if she could stay in at
recess to organize the shelves. The shelves certainly
needed organizing! The shelves needed to have someone in
charge who was an expert. And I guess Julie needed to
practice what she was good at. A year later, Julie would
still return to this classroom and ask 1f she could organize
the art centre, or sort the books and papers. Her
contribution was valued and she could recognize a job that

needed doing!
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One day I needed to talk to her about her homework and
I found her alone, in tears, in the classroom at the end of
the day. A story spilled over that was not predicted. She
was an only child. Her two parents were always "at work”.
Julie needed to get home to the apartment before the end of
her mother's work day. Mom would always be tired and
grouchy. Julie tried to have the housework done so that
when her mom would come home her mom would be happy with
her. I asked Julie if she ever talked about her school
work or the school day to her mom. She said no, that her
mom was " too busy". Mom came home , made supper and Julie
would be in another room, watching TV or reading. She
wanted to talk to her mom but her mom was "toc busy". This
was a child who had difficulty making friends at school and
had so little friendliness from her mom at home. I asked
Julie if she ever helped her mom make supper. She said that
she had never thought to do that. I suggested that maybe if
she helped with supper, this might be an easy way to begin
to talk. Maybe her mom would have time to talk to her then?
I asked her if she was willing to try this and if she would
let me know how things went. She said she would. The

homework issue was set aside for the moment.

Soon it was Parents' Day and I met Julie's mother. 1
can never forget Julie and her mother that day. We talked
about Julie's excellent progress and I invited the mom to

look at some of Julie's work. The mom commented that Julie
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always had school work at hone, that Julie was always
doing school work. When I asked her if she ever looked at
any of the work, the mother said no . By this time Julie

had collected her work and was eager, if not frantic, to
leaf through her blue Social Studies binder with her mom.
I watched as the mom started to take over the book by
putting her hands on it and pulling it close to her. Julie
regained possession of the book by pulling it back and
-started to proceed, page by page with an explanation of the
writing and the diagrams and pictures. I was intrigued by
the physical struggle with the book. The detail and recall
of the assignments astonished me as did the pride and care
with which she spoke about her work. This was cut short by
mom jerking the book away and flipping ahead with only a
half glance and what Julie had created. Another tussle over
the book ensued with mom announcing that she "didn't have
time™, there were "things to do", "Mrs. Thompson was busy"
and that they had "better get going". Julie showed
frustration and disappointment. The mom was uncomfortable.

Julie appeared hurt.

Julie wasn't particularly popular with other kids
because she was bossy and she physically pushed others
around. She didn't know how to approach others any othér way
and didn't appear to have any consideration for how anybody
else in the group felt about things. She had learned that

behaviour.
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Later in the spring of that year, Julie seemed more
at ease with herself. She talked about her parents' plans
to move into a house, something that the family‘ was
anticipating with happiness. She also mentioned a few times
that she had been camping with her family. Just the three
of them at a lake near by. She had loved the school

camping! I noticed the change in her.

Two years later, I met Julie in her new school. I was

there with a girls' basketball team from the new school I

was teaching in. I smiled when I saw her but she shyly
avoided me. She was not on a team, but was observing from
the sidelines, cheering the team on. I was startled to see

that when one of the players on her school team went down
with a twisted ankle, it was Julie who bounced off the
bleachers onto the court to scoop the girl up and carry her
off the floor! Julie had the strength to carry a classmate
and the quick action to beat the coach to the job. There
she was again, not actually part of the team, taking care
of a job that needed to be done, recognizing the need before

anyone, peer or adult, could act. I never spoke to her

that day. Later that same year I had a chance to see the
band play from her school and there she was! Part of a
school team! I talked to several kids after the

performance, at least seven or eight who were members of
that grade five class so long ago. They were quite shy but

I could tell they were happy to see me. She didn't speak
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then and she never got back to me about helping her mom with

supper. But she did smile.

Time and circumstance, context, is complex. This
realization struck me near the end of December that year
and has continued to be reinforced. Each c¢child has so
much going on in his or her own life that become factors in
this miﬁ. I was beginning to learn some patience with the
process of learning about teaching and learning about
individual students. I was beginning to value the
importance of permitting time frames to alter. Timetables
used to be the primary consideration instead of the student
and the task. I knew it wasn't working well when I found
myself rushing through lessons. When I decide to compress
time frames for learning, I am aware that the compression of
the time will only be useful for some learners. Now I was
trying to expand the time frame, to give permission to the
learner to explore and removing that time barrier that
allows the naturalness of the 1investigation to unfold.
Relationships are allowed to develop. It 1is these
relationships with kids and the remembered relationships
months and years later that are so important. I was

learning that.

I decided that what it is that I want to learn mnmore
about is central to the inquiry approach to learning. It

begins with a ‘'critical incident', something problematic in
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daily life in the classroom for me. I make observations,
develop a hypothesis to help organize the thinking,
experiment, experience, ahd then assess/evaluate. It is a
spiral. The deliberate, purposeful attitude combined with
the reflection when practiced during a cooperative learning
activity or during an individual investigafion can be

practiced until it becomes a habit.

There is more than one way to go about learning what
it is that I choose to investigate. A tool I find useful is
sociometry to try to understand the social patterns. I
had never worked with sociometry before and when Jane
mentioned its usefulness in one of the teacher researcher
meetings, I was eager to read the book she offered and try
the technique. It showed me ways to design heterogeneous
groups. Or at least I thought it did. In a confidential
questionnaire, students were asked to write the names of the
kids they wanted to work with on a project. They were also
asked to identify people in the class that they did not work
with or play with often, but with whom they would like to
work with more if they had the chance. They were also asked
to write the name of someone whom they felt they could not
work with. I told them that I would use this confidential

information to help me make groups for them.

I told them that sometimes I wanted to make the groups

rather than allow them to always choose their own groups.
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Wouldn't there be a lot of anxiety 1f one thought nobody
would pick her? I told a personal story about feeling
left out whén I was in school and told the class that I
didn't want that to happen to them. There was another issue

niggling at me. Something was telling me to be careful.

This is a part of cooperative groups that I have not
resolved. How ought groups be organized? I was assuming
because there were groups, kids were "in". How to avoid the
Yout"? I tried to keep in mind that the purpose for the
group dictates the design of the group. Once the purpose
for the group was clear, then it should be easy for the
groups to be formed. Whose purpose? Are there more than
one? There is more to the unification of a group than the
group goal. There are many social skills that make the
accomplishment of a group goal more successful. It is .the

teaching and learning of these social skills that is as much

a part of the 'curriculum' as the task.

With sociometry I was able to identify the student in
the class with the least status, the one always picked last.
Donny was the "cry baby". He was usually complaining. He
had temper tantrums, although these were not directed in
harmful ways at others. His parents complained that other
kids picked on him. He was always 'in trouble' at recess.
He often cried because he told me he was being picked on.

1 also learned that he had a record number of broken bones.
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One of those ‘'accident prone' kids his parents said. In
addition to all these ways that others seem to reject him, I
found myself rejecting him. Not that I consciously found
him unpleasant to be with; indeed he was bright, artistic.
It was just that usually when he was coming towards me with
a crumpled face, close to tears, I got that weary feeling
akin to "Oh, no, here we go again.™ He must have sensed an

aggressive, "Now What?" that was a spurn or discredit.

This really struck me out of school hours. There was
more than once when I was correcting papers at home in the
evening that I knew there was a paper missing. T did not
have the right number of assignments with mne. I couldn't
think of the name of the missing c¢hild for the missing
paper! This child had no name and no face when I was not in
the classroom. The missing paper was Donny's. I was
thunderstruck by seeing Donny as the 1isolate in the
sociogram because I realized that I had been regarding him
in the same way as his classmates. The sociogram showed me
something I had intuitively felt but had not connected to
some purposeful action. When I saw what the sociogram
showed, I could no longer not do something to repair some
damage that had been done. 1 started with a renewed belief

in this kid and a determination to change my own behaviour.

When I started treating Donny in a more inclusive

manner, so did the others in the rest of the group. I went
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out of my way to smile at him, to recognize his talk in the
group, and to be warmer and friendlier. The "Now What?"
became "I'm sorry to hear that. How can I help?" I gave
less attention to his throwing of papers and books and more
attention to his high quality written work on those papers.
Donny had a reputation for being bright. 1 hadn't rewarded
his quality work before because I was expending so much
energy on sorting out the 'trouble' he was always in. He
had been getting.a lot more attention for 'being bad' as I
often heard him refer to himself. I purposefully
emphasized the positive and observed him more. His self
confidence in his work was growing stronger because his
competence in something he was 'good' at was being

celebrated.

There was a lot more I could do to celebrate the good
things these kids were doing, rather than to given attention
by mopping up after all the 'trouble'. I was stuck on the
weaknesses and failure and that was the focus. If the
intent is competence and confidence then that should drive
my purposeful action. Raising the status of just one group
member had an amazing positive effect on everyone else, the

teacher included. When I started to make efforts to make

him feel valued, others did as well. Everyone is good at
something. I needed to do a lot more exploring of the
positive stuff kids are good at. As in this case with

Donny, it leads to more good stuff being discovered.
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Knowing the students well 1is 1important. Caring

relationships are essential for children and learning.

Cooperating on a class project — things get messier

I designed a Social Studies Unit with cooperative
structures to give the class the experience with the
processes as well as content. I expected that such a
projeét would make cooperative learning lessons
understandable. I was convinced that the way to learn about
group process was to involve oneself with group work. I
learned by doing, observing, reflecting, adapting, doing

again. I wanted to create this for the kids.

Designing cooperative lessons improved when I better
understood the theory and the practice; after reading,

talking to other teachers, trying activities with students

and asking them to group process. There is much to be
said about refining the process. 1I've learned not to give
up, and especially not to give up too soon. I decided to

trust my instincts that it is okay sometimes for things to
get worse before they get better. By this I mean that I

found my self "backing up"™ in the teaching process at times

to design smaller steps. For example, there 1is mnuch
observing, monitoring and teaching of the social skills
needed. Usually short, simple games, activities were the

way for me to understand the steps, the teaching of the
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step, and the understanding by the students of the steps. I
didn't know, and couldn't know, what step was needed, nor
how short or long, until the work was in progress. Dewey

{1938) said that we learn by doing.

Some children are skilled socially in the way that
Johnson and Johnson describe the skills: they can encourage
and prailse, recognize and acknowledge positive efforts in
others; they can disagree without becoming hurt or hostile;

they can sit together and talk face to face. Many children

cannot. I was struck by how less—than-skilful I was with
the social actions I said I valued. We were all getting
practice.

In this Social Studies project with the kids, I used an
‘audio tape recorder as an aid to understanding children's
thinking and action. It was not possible for me to observe
or conference with all the groups all the time and I hoped
the audio tape would give me a different as well as an

additional perspective on what was happening with the kids.

I also used the audio taping in a group interview
around a large round table when the students had parts of
their project to talk about. I wanted to verify
observations I had made about the cooperative manner in
which they had searched for information for their projects.

There were some disadvantages and some advantages.
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I was using the tape with them for the first time. It
inhibited the discourse, in mny view. I started the
‘interview with a set of questions that I thought would get
me where I wanted to be. As soon as the students would say
something unpredictable, instead of pursuing those thoughts
with them, I kept on with the questions in front of me. I
reflected-in-action on this and the decision I made was to
stick with the script. Looking back, and after more

experience with the technology, I would be more open to the

unpredicted twists or turns. But this was a first. It was
novel. I was nervous. I discovered some interesting
ideas.

I learned that there was more cooperation,
negotiation, and sharing amongst them than I had thought.
It was only the noisy behaviour I noticed as I walked around
the groups. I did not pause too long to actually listen
and observe. The groups spread out in many ©of the open
area spaces and this became a blg concern for me, mostly
control. But when the tape was played back to me, I was
struck by the number of times the kids explained how they

helped each other.

Teacher: Did other people help you?
Student: From our group?

Teacher: Or from other groups. Any
other people.



Student: No, not from other groups.
But we all helped each other a little
bit. The teachers helped. Mrs. Paul
did. And you did. Yes, the librarian.
She showed us like where books were and
all that.

Teacher: Did other people stop you from
working in the group?

Student: In our group? Kids from our
group? Only when they needed help or
to find something, or to tell what a

word is, like ----- or something like
that.
Sometimes the word looks like ... you

can't understand it very well.

Or later ...

Teacher: What made it hard?

Student: Just certain things that you
couldn't find. The tidal bore. Yes,
there wasn't much [information]
about the tidal bore. One person wanted
to do this, and one person wanted to do
that. Then they started arguing. But

after awhile when one person got
something to do then ... and we didn't
argue any more.

Teacher: Was there anything that you
really like about doing the project
together?

Student: Accomplishing something.
Helping each other.

Teacher: How did it make you feel?

Student: Right. Important.

58



resources than lack of a cooperative spirit.

some expectations

Teacher: What happened that made you
feel this way?

Student: By working together and
accomplishing.

I had not thought through in advance.

Teacher: Could you find the egquipment
or books or information you needed?

Student: Sometimes ... I never found
books on lobsters, population. I didn't
get enough help. Some information we
got there was no books just on those
questions by itself, There was book
about like the whole world. Like the
part about the forestry. We had ... it

was like so small.

Teacher: What would make it harder for
you to do work like this all on your
own?

Student: It would be a lot harder.
"Cause you would have other people to
help you look and by yourself you
wouldn't have anyone else to help you
look. And you'd have to do all the work
ourself instead of splitting it up into
separate groups.

Teacher: Splitting it up makes it
easier?
Student: Sometimes. Like when Kenny

wanted to colour the Nova Scotia tundra,
we all, like Jay wanted to colour it and
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There was more difficulty caused by 1inadequate
There were
placed on students that were almost

impossible for them to fill for a variety of reasons that
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so did Kenny so we just let Kenny do it.
"Cause he didn't want to do anything
else.

Teacher: What part did you like the

best?

Student: Colouring. The maps and the
painting. Modelling. And the time in
the library. We got ... each other, and

we have lot of information in the books
so we didn't have to go back and forth
like to the library and to classrooms.

Teacher: What was the hard part?

Student ¢ "Cause we were only just
sitting down and working away. Can't
take rests ... really hot in here
real boring in here. Sometimes we

we have to do the comments, like look up
forestry, make up the questions, do the
maps, provinces and all that, and it was
hard.

This was an incredible perception check! I was placing
very high expectations on them. This project was on the
Maritime Provinces. There wasn't mnuch prior knowledge.
The class was divided into five groups of four. Each group
was to look at a different region of the Maritimes. I
provided the categories for each region, categories that
were similar in all five groups. They practiced the social
skills of encouraging and checking for understanding. They
had some choice over what subtopic to research and the group
had control over how to best present their work to the rest
of the class. I provided maps of the regions and art

materials and paper for their final products in attempt to
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facilitate what they told me they needed. I anticipated
some needs, but some things the kids needed help with were
quite creative, things I had never suspected they might
need. I provided some research material. A big problem was
finding material appropriate to a wide range of reading

abilities.

The content was challenging as well as the wmanner in
which they were asked to work. Students needed to be able
to make decisions in the group, share work, research
information, read it, understand it, record the information
and organize 1it, and prepare the informaticon  for
presentation. Groups of four were not new to them but the
management of the large amount of work during a longer
work period was difficult. Some kids found the act of
researching for information somewhat difficult because they
were beginners with this type of activity. Some found the
reading hard because it was expository. They found the
decision-making about dividing up the work was not always

easy or failr, but they did settle on something workable .

This aspect of fairness and everyone doing one's best
effort for the group was a key 1issue, one I amr still

struggling with.

I noticed other things that gave impetus for

reflection.  The project design could have included more
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student choices to give them more control over how they
wanted to get involved with this topic. The kids were
somewhat 'forced' into the cooperative structure as well as
the geography topics. The narrator's meanings of the words
on the audio tape are open tobinterpretation. A video tape
may contribute to the quality of the interpretation of a
speaker's words by recording body language if the camera
person was expert enough. The dimension of language could
be problématic if I considered how the language and
communication was shaped by my directive questions, what I
chose to respond to or not. The questions were stiff. I
was nervous and I think the kids picked up on this. I also
think that some students may be fearful that they will say

something that the teacher thinks is incorrect.

I wanted to keep the aspects about this design that
worked. I wanted to shovel away what was useless. I
decided to explore independent studies, something I was
reading about , as a result of my reflection-on-action of
the use of this audio tape. I would open up the
'curriculum' to encourage exploration on topics kids were
interested in, personally. To some extent this would give
an opportunity for those who were more dependent in their
learning to receive more teacher-time and for those who were
more skilled and independent with -their learning to fly

with it.
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Students were making choices about their learning.
Some students could manage larger amounts of information and
research than others. Some were better readers and some were
more interested in the topics, perhaps. Individual
learning styles were being accommodated without my planning
for this in advance. I could see this in choices and
expertise, but was not sure at the time how learning styles
are so important. All students were active participants
in some aspect of the work of some reading, writing,
listening, and sharing. I was, however, expecting them to
demonstrate what they knew in the same way. I noticed there

really wasn't much choice for them.

I saw divergent thinking. Working in groups, many
creative ideas started to get tossed about. This was evident
in the final products. That some students had special
preferences for how they wanted to represent what they were
learning about surprised me; some artistically, some
verbally, some three dimensionally. In the beginning I was
so worried that this might not go "according to structures"
presented in the cooperative learning literature that I

spent a lot of time over-organizing and directing the

learning. The work of Johnson, Johnson and Holubec (1984,
1987), concentrates on a method that is curriculum free. I
knew 1lots about structure. The work of Kagan (1990)

concentrates more on the social interaction as well as the

organization of it. Later, I learned a different
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perspective from the work of Slavin (1985) which 1is more

curriculum specific and talks mostly of teacher behaviours.

The students were skilful in ways I had not previously
observed and were quite capable of researching and learning
about topics of their own choice. As I observed this, I was
reminded of parenting. As parents we teach "skills" and
values, the stuff of what we think it is important for our
children to learn. Then we let them practice. We are there
to encourage and support and reassess. I was convinced
that these were all good observations to support independent
studies. I was learning to let go. The tape is evidence
and documentation of this learning for me that I now keep in

my teacher portfolio, my personal, learning collection.

A few years later, when I was much better at
understanding and facilitating independent study in the
classroomn, I was struck by the naturalness of the
cooperation that goes into the completion of the topics.
Not all students need all skills, They learn a lot of
cooperation with a classmate Jjust by their own choosing to
work on a topic that interests them both. The purpose of
the task drives the design of the group and the manner in
which the task is accomplished. Where had I learned that

before? Cooperative learning became more fluid and natural.
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However...now it is less messy

With cooperative learning I stérted by thinking I could
apply a model to a classroom situation to fix a problem. I
learned there 1s no program, no prescription. There are
only a wide variety of informed decisions upon which to
draw, a repertoire of strategies, that develop from a sound
theoretical and practical base. The theory and the
practice are intertwined. Before 1 started to examine
practice deliberately, things seemed to be a constant fight.
I soon turned this thinking around and now perceive
classrooms and schools to be places where there are nany

important things worth fighting for. Let me explain.

I used to think that cooperative learning was a band-
aid solution to a problen. Apply the remedy and the sore
will heal. That's not how it worked. Now I think that
this as a studio tradition, the learning in action that
Schon (1987) talks about. This meant for me a lot more
learning by doing, experiencing, reflecting on the action,

reassessing, doing again.

I used to think that there was one best way. There
was always my agenda, ahead of everyone elsé's. There is no
teacher-proof model to follow that is anything like slapping
on a band-aid. There is problem-solving to be done, but it

is important how to view the problem with all its
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understandable and yet to understood parts. If there is a
model, it is in the modelling of acting on beliefs and
understandings about.the problem. I learned to practice
these cooperative learning ideas at the same time I was
reading and talking to others about the theory. The ideas
stopped being a recipe and took on a life and a look all
their own when the classroom started to work 1like a
workshop. I learned a great deal about the workshop
perception when reflecting about the camp experience and the
social studies unit. I changed it, and made it more

useful.

I used to think that teacher intervention was
leadership. Positive interdependence need not be
artificially constructed by the teacher. Students are able
to create this for themselves, but at times they need help.
What kind of help? The help they identify. I observe this
when a small group is interested in learning more about the

same topic and they decide to work together. They search

out resources together and find ways of sharing the
resources. Their individual 1learning styles accommodate
each other. One group wants to learn the work by making

picture flashcards; a second group designs a card game
that turns into a board game with definitions on each card;
some students want to write and write; and there are some
that just need to talk and talk and talk some more about the

facts at hand. Some even find ways of working alone with a
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group. I'm there as mediator if needed. Sometimes the kids
know there is something wrong but cannot say exactly what it
is. Maybe they don't know. Maybe they're shy. I observe,
ask questions. Some situations are not ideal. I coach with
learning styles and offer suggestions and alternate ways to

think about getting the job done.

When I started to teach them about learning styles,
most students thought this was the most.fascinating work
they had ever done. They loved learning about learning.
I believe that giving students information frees them to
decide on their own what it is they want to do about it. We
reflected. What would that new knowledge mean? How would
they work with their partners now? Differently? They
started to look at each other through different lenses,
with more factual information. Another person wasn't simply
popular, or unpopular, smart, or dumb, as they also
learned to separate emotions and facts. We looked at how we
all went about getting the job done best for us. There was
a sense of wonder. I liked the interdependence when it made

them independent too.

Learning about how they learn gives students control
over how to challenge thenmselves. It also works towards
inclusivity. There is a group caring and a nurturing. I am
reminded of Donny who was so much an outsider in life that

he ended up with broken bones. He was on a different path
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when he learned to care for himself and that he was cared
for. The care is articulated and the care is shown. There
is a group or community feeling. It provides a goal.
Everyone is stuggling with their best efforts toward a goal.
We are collaborating about learning theory. There is no
need to compete with each other There is the idea that if
we know ourselves better we can help in the group when we
are working together. What we want and what we need is
openly discussed. The spirit is certainly less competitive

if not cooperative. It is interdependence.

I am reminded about the camp experience and how I was
unable then to articulate or to show how this trip had the
power to change the way we thought about and worked with
each other. I didn't know that Kenny couldn't leave his
mom. I didn't know how to bring the special zero noise
signal back into the classroom. I didn't know the lasting
effects of pleasureable camping for Julie and her family. I
didn't know that I didn't have to control everything. Now,
reflecting in- and on- action with the students throughout
the learning process there is a sharing of the
responsibility. It allows us to self-evaluate with a new
vocabulary. There are words for what we are doing and in

that way the describable become the discussable.

I used to think that face-to-face literally meant

facing each other. It is a metaphor for communication and
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exchange. Face-to-face usually looks and means something
different in each collaborative opportunity. Students
chose to work side by side and knee to knee and elbow to
elbow at tables and on the floor. They work together at
home during the evenings. Parents give me feedback on this
nany times when they unwittingly become involved. Face-to-
face also means their own mirror images when students
produced video skits on a topic. At one point I had
everyone in the class hand in their "homework” on a video
tape. There is lots of productive talk. Negotiation is

on-going as 1is assessment and evaluation.

I used to think that I was the one who could evaluate
all the learning. Now, individual accountability looks
like something other than a pencil and paper test. Students
demonstrate their understanding of their research by
building models and dioramas, creating posters, conducting
personal and telephone interviews with primary sources,
" writing journalistic accounts, and presenting their work to
peers in a variety of ways. They also demonstrate their
understanding of working together in the process of
completing the task, not just in the final product. My
record-keeping has become a combination of marks and a
separate notebook for anecdotal remarks as I assess on a
daily basis, task by task. This one separate coil-bound

notebook has been the most efficient management tool I have
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discovered and saves me time when it comes to communicating

with kids and parents about goals and accomplishments.

Group processing and individual reflection on work has
a different look. We have moved from large chart paper as a
singlé classroom focus to individual learning logs. I
conference with individual students and small groups working
on the same topic; we record progress, successes, talk about
Qoals, and discuss what all of us can do to help to
accomplish those goals. Student goal-setting and personal
as well as group reflections are strengths of this process.
My work of assessment and instruction is part of the on-

going student work.

We work on interpersonal skills constantly. Students
usually are helpful. If they are not, I deal with the
specific problem at that specific time. If students are not
cooperating, there is a reason. The reason is usually a

short-lived hurdle; if it isn't, we just keep talking it

over. For one squabble, I called on the school's peer
mediation group's help. The two students at odds in my
class agreed to this, although reluctantly at first. I

wasn't privy to the resolution of the conflict nor did I
need to supervise the learning of the new skills. I didn't
need to be in charge of solving everyone's problems all the

time. Young people are quite capable of handling life's
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problems in this way. I simply enjoyed the results -

harmony!

I started by thinking that there was something not
working, there was something out of focus in the classroom.
There was this battle, constantly. What was causing it?

What was wrong with them? Now I think it is not a war

zone, it is a place to build relationships. I learned that
getting to know students well, nurturing caring
relationships, is essential to my ©planning and
facilitating carefully and well. It also helps them
understand themselves and their world. The tensions and

conflict and power struggles amongst thémselves and with me
are natural. This 1is what stimulates thinking and
change. This is not to say that there is no harmony or
humour. There is plenty of that. We are learning,
questioning, challenging, and growing and negotiating all,

every moment. Classrooms are alive!

If a group doesn't seem to be working collaboratively

on most important things, 1 stand back. It is an inquiry
stance. I observe for awhile. I stimulate conversation
about what 1 see when it seems appropriate. I don't go

"out", bring back "in" a recipe, and apply it like a band-
aid. Although I do consult with colleagues from time to
time. I design activities and plan discussions but no

longer with a view to providing the single solution. It is
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more to find out more about the problem. What is going on
with the kids? What are they saying? What are they
actually doing? What do they think abéut what is going on?
What are their perceptions of why things aren't working.
Maybe they think things are working! Then what do I do? It

is an investigation. Not a rush to fix things.

Sometimes I have to Jjust let things be. Cooperative
learning theory can be intrusive. There were times when the
control I was keeping and nanipulation I was creating made
me feel like a monster. It made me want to burst. This
was the witch that Judith Newman (1993, p. 40) talks about
in her poem. This is a moral dilemma. Deciding on who
should work with whom in groups is never perfectly worked
out. The working out that I can't do in terms of designing
group numbers, matched up with group skills is usually
rounded out simply by the students deciding who can help
them get the best job done. The confidentiality with which
I have to handle some situations turns into rare, unique

relationships with kids but I have to act sensitively and

very carefully. I can't remember reading about moral
dimensions of cooperative learning. This is odd. Choosing
cooperative learning is value-laden. Choosing to cooperate

is a moral decision.

The control moves back and forth between me and the

students, it is a more negotiated curriculum. This is a
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moral stance. I believe that I do not control all, that I
have all the answers (especially anything like a recipe),
that I am always right. This is a democratic stance.
Students have a right and a responsibility to make their own
choices and somewhere, somehow, they need to be taught how
to choose and have time to reflect on the consequences of
their actions, and have opportunities to re-negotiate, re-do
works and behaviours that they decide need changing. School

ought to be one of those places that can happen.

I started by expecting learning to be automatic and
instant. What I saw was that learning and learning to be
an independent learner Jjust doesn't happen accidently,
although in some cases, it does tacitly. It is okay to
work through mistakes and failures. Learning occurs step
by step, bit by bit, over time. And it is not always
forward movement step by step. Sometimes there 1is a wide
plateau. Students "rest"; some learning is being processed
that needs additional time. learning to do and to

understand things takes a lot of practice and time.

Just as I was beginning to feel quite smug about my
learning and accomplishments about what to teach and how to
go about it, Pat, the paraprofessional who was working
closely with me at the time, asked, "Don't you ever give

them tests?” We both paused.
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"How do you know they are learning?" she asked

seriously.

Another hard question. My assessment practices had
already started to change. But how? I needed to be clear.

What were the implications of these changes?

Just when I thought I had it figured out, things

started to get messy again.
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CHAPTER TWO

I i ions sse C e

"I'm trying to make them more responsible for that," I

spoke softly.

"Well, I think they need more tests. They need the

discipline, " Pat said with conviction.

I sighed. How well we both knew that they needed to
improve behaviour. I also thought how testing is used
to control students, to keep them quiet, and possibly make
them fearful and anxious. What really intrigued me was her

question, "How do I know they are learning?"

My gaze shifted to the cooperative learning projects
tacked on every available wall and bulletin board space. I
spied the audio and video tapes I had recorded.
Demonstration was all around me. I was beginning to put
into a clearer shape and a sharper focus some of the
principles that I found essential for learning reflection,
self-evaluation, and the ability to set goals. They were
cooperating in small groups but they were also making great
strides personally, in their individual efforts and
willingness to risk-take within the interdependent group.
This contributed to the success of the class. I was

reconceptualizing my notion of curriculum.
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Being more sensitive to the foregoing made me rethink
exactly what was worthwhile teaching and how it was to bq
taught. If this "curriculum™ was something worthwhile
teaching, then it was worth learning. Students were

demonstrating their cooperative learning.

It was time to step back and look at the larger picture
of assessment. It made "uncommon sense" (Mayher, 1990) to

explore assessment further.
I stepped into another classroom.

"Jan ... Help!™

"Hey, Lady. How 'ya doin? What's up?" And she
flashed me that gigantic smile she is famous for. Jan has
un uncommonly clear way of getting to the heart of the

matter.

Jan was working with her students to present
collections of student work to parents as evidence of
accomplishments and as the basis of goal setting. Her
motivation for designing this type of reporting with parents
was driven by her need to clearly communicate  progress.
She saw this as a move toward accountability for student,

parent, and teacher.
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What hooked me was the visual and graphic demonstration
of the learning. It was a tool that could be used to
communicate the learning. I saw parallels with the work I
was doing after reading Donald Graves (1983) and Nancie
Atwell (1987) to produce student writing portfolios; dated
samples of the drafts of pieces in progress, final copies,
peer editing, reflections, check-lists. Students in my
classroom were already growing comfortable with a working
structure in writing. Why not put together a cooperative

learning portfolio?

Jan, sparked by a workshop on children as self-
evaluators, developed a series of questions for students to
help them develop self knowledge, a sense of self- worth by
knowing and writing about their strengths, and ideas about
things they would like to improve. She also wanted their
plans for accomplishing their goals. She wanted students
to decide, to take ownership, and to control. She included
parents. Students were asked to identify how they thought
they could be helped at home as well as at school in the
accomplishment of the goals students had set for themselves.

Parent comments and signatures were part of this student

document. Jan also gave the students a legitimate

opportunity to write a report about her.

Jan was putting into action some powerful measures to

build self-esteem and increase student control and decision-
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making. I could see a powerful communication tool for
learning being created here and I especially liked the
parent connection. I got to work thinking about what

cooperative learning portfolios might look like.

The work in the student folder would be the way I
could show and tell parents about group work; reveal tasks,
goals, self-evaluations, my assessments. In the
cooperative projects group "marks"™ became contentious. How
to evaluate without summarizing the learning with a grade?
How to T"evaluate® social skills learning and the
accomplishment of individual learning goals by "grading"?
"Grading® connotes comparison. I had no Aintention of
comparing one student's progress with another's. How might
a student compare her improvements to her earlier efforts?
How would I do the same? Certainly not by a "grade".

What, then?

I began by handing folders to the kids and telling them
that these folders were for particular pieces of work to
share with their parents. As the kids were focussed at
their painting and illustrating I couldn't help but wonder,

what were we going to show and tell?

"What are we gonna put in?" Carrie was painting broad
brush strokes across her folder. There it was. Kids are

sometimes one step ahead.
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"What do you think we should put in there?" I wanted

them to explore this idea with broad strokes of a different

kind.
"We could put tests in to show," someone else spoke.

"Naw. We have to get 'em signed. They've seen '‘em

already."™ This voice from another serious painter.
"We could put stories in," another contributed.

"We can't do that. What is our writing portfolio for

then?" queried another, rather impatiently.

"] never show my writing portfolio to anyone. That is

private, " Jason said with emphasis.

My eyebrows shot up at that one! News to me. I
continued to listen and learn. The Muncooperative and
disengaged” class was actually problem-solving coherently
and respectfully with each other about school work? What
was going on here? 1In a short time, however, the timbre or
tempo of the group shifted away from talk about their
folders. Things derailed. I was sorry to end this short,
intellectual interlude, sorry that we might not be able to
recapture this moment, and had no idea how to extend this to

draw further on their abilities to explore and clarify.
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As I look back in my journal writing, the writing
seens to jump from one idea to another as well. Without the
journalling, I might have coﬁpletely lost some of these
early important connections. My reflecting in action led to
my making a decision to take away the control from the
students in those moments, to go with their restlessness and
change the work focus. There had to be a way to do a much
better job of responding to the "curriculumr" as it was béing
negotiated. I was reactive and had a sense of running
behind them to catch up. There was no sense of "leading",

either from behind or ahead!

For the parent evening, I made most of the decisions
about what the folders were to contain and did most of the
talking to parents about the contents. In Julie's case,
she had believed what I had said about a show and tell of
contents and took quick action. She capitalized on the

chance to show her mother her blue Social Studies binder.

I handed the folders to the parents as they sat down
with their children. Twice, students took possession of the
file. Students were part of the talk and sat side by side
with the parent. I sat opposite. Most of the kids were

guite shy when the talk turned to the contents.

I asked all students to be part of the discussions with

parents but some students did not come to the school. I
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worked hard to be inclusive with students of this class and
to convince the parents that this discussion was of most
benefit when wevwere all together. When parents said that
they didn't want the child to hear some things, I said that

we could arrange private meetings anytime.

Jan felt strongly that the student work samples and the
triad situation with parent, teacher, and child demystified
the evaluation process for kids. I could see that at work.

I could also see a demystification process over- taking me.

When parents and students were absorbed with the
folder, I could observe and listen. I saw how the parent
and child acted with each other. The pieces in the folder
reflected progress, strengths, and gave visual impact to the
discussion points. I saw some pride and taking of control
of the evaluation of the contents by some parent and student

comments.

"I see you could use some extra practice with

handwriting. I can help you with this at home," one said.

I also saw that some parents were uncomfortable with
looking at a collection while I was silent. This was new
for them. Most often teacher talk dominated. I saw it as

something that we all could learn more about.
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I felt a shift of the responsibility for assessment
from my shoulders alone to include the parent and child and
I felt a physical relief that evening. When a parent
looked at the child's work and talked about the assignment,
parent assessment was taking place. This was authentic

collaboration.

The only documentation in the folder about the

cooperative project was a final quiz; Around the room
there was plenty of evidence; final product posters,
student writing and art, charts representing the

cooperative methods, including the powerful group processing
chart was there, front and centre. There were no grades on
the projects. If the parents noticed, they didn't say

anything to me.

I continued with the practice of student collections
throughout the year, but I lost the threads of this as an
assessment tool for awhile. My focus was social behaviour
and I didn't see further connections to incorporating this
into the file folder collections of student work that were
in the room. I was still not quite clear about what counted
as learning and therefore worth assessing. I hadn't made
too many connections with goals and accomplishments as Jan

was demonstrating.
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I had experienced designing my own home reporting
before this. I learned that it was solitary, labour
intensive, valued by the parents. When I was in a previous
school, I included "my" report card along with the school

form with letter "grades™ such as VG, S, NI.

I asked the students, "What did your parents think of

the new report card?"

"Oh, they really like it. But that isn't the real

report card, is it?"

Some parents told me that they liked the anecdotal,

the reference to student work. "That's a lot of work for
you. I couldn't expect you to do this all the time.™ Now
that was confusing. How else could they know about what

went on in school? They seemed to be satisfied with the

information they thought they had.

There were right about time. I spent late evening
hours and many weekends preparing. I was reporting to
parents on several months activities and goals as well as
writing an evaluation of the child's progress during this
time. Anecdotal comments on student progress were added to
activity summaries and objectives set by the teacher.
There was much repetition on these lengthy individualized

statements and I did not have computer technology to help
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file and sort information. This reporting was definitely
more real. I felt it was honest, clear, detailed, and could
provide a sound basis for discussion with parents. But,

how to make it manageable?

I worked with a group of teachers from a number of
different schools on designing a divisional report card. It
was gorgeous, multi-coloured and multi-layered with carbon
paper and tear-off portions. The format was based directly
on strategies and concepts from the Provincial Language Arts
Curriculum Guide. Hours of work went into this and lots of
money. Working with the report card put me into a different
world. It seemed we had designed the ultimate.
Theoretically, the form should have worked well. Back in the
classroom, it looked a horror. Practically, it raised many
questions for me. ‘Do I teach to the report card? How was I
going to check off all these boxes if my curriculum was
different? How best to explain boxes not ticked? After all
this work put into the form, how was I going to report on
what the learning activities were in the particular context?
I was really back to where I had started. And so were many
other teachers because we had a few laughs about the
incongruency between our labour over the ultimate report
card and the fact that there was probably no such form. We
never continued the conversation about why there was no such

form.
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I knew there were other teachers also designing their
own report cards in our school and this was encouraged by
the administration. I don't know why those of us working
with our own designs did not get together, share ideas and
the work. Diane and I were both designing our own report
cards and we never once looked at each other's work. We
were recreating the wheel, alone and in isolation. Breaking
this tradition was for another time and place. Jan and I
talked more and shared ideas that really made a difference
in my thinking, that nudged me along the way. Efforts were

to become even more collaborative.

Student portfolio collections

It was April, 1992, an ideal time and place to break
with traditions. We were sitting around the large table in
the Teacher Centre. There were platters of delicious
cheeses and fruits, plenty of freshly brewed coffee. We
were the teacher team dreaming and planning for the opening
of the newest school. We were neeting once a week, after
school hours, to begin to pull some ideas together. Each
meeting had a different thene. The theme for the meeting

that day was assessment.

Helen said, "Wouldn't it be neat if we didn't have to

have marks?"
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I said, "I've been doing some work with portfolio

collections. Let's look at that."”

I wanted to 1look more closely at the relationship
between students' portfolic collections and assessment and
evaluation as it had begun for me in the fall of 1989.
There seemed to be agreement in the group that traditional
report cards were inadequate. Average marks were quite
meaningless. The principal told a startling story about

her son and school:

"His first term mark in Math was 52%. He was finding
it difficult. This was troubling since he knew his mark had
to be much better than that to be accepted into University.
He worked even harder. Each test had better and better
marks until it came to the final when he finally achieved
the "A"™ he wanted -- he got 87% on that exan. He was so
happy and of course at home we were very proud of him
because we knew how hard he worked. When the report card
came home, his mark was a "C". The report card only had
average marks for the term recorded. When schools do

this, what do they teach kids?"

We did some research, shared some articles, started to
plan some professional development days on the theme of

alternative assessment. There seemed to be no shortage of
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reading material and we found colleagues in other schools

and 1in other cities to share their experiences as well.

We learned so much from each other that first vyear.
We were challenged by the new approach and were willing to
take risks. Someone would share a terrific idea that worked
for her or him, everyone else would crowd around, take a
look and listen, then start thinking about how it could be
adapted for themselves. It was very much a recursive

process as we worked through many notions together.

We were learning from each other everyday. The
photocopying machine became the main meeting place some
days: "I found this great idea by the machine! Whose is
it? Anyway, this is what I've done with it for my group!

Who wants to have a look?" We crowded around.

We did a lot of reading. We started with educational
philosophy for middle years students. It was a comfort to
read much that made a fit with what I had already learned
in my past teaching and was presently learning with the
cooperative learning experiences. I started to tinker with
a variety of other teaching strategies from which developed
unigue assessment strategies. There were many aspects of
practice that I wanted to continue with and some new ones to

explore.
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I continued with the student self-evaluation and
reflections. I had to think how to wuse reflections
throughout all subjeét areas now, not just specific lessons
designed co-operatively or with writers' workshop and the
keeping of writing portfolios. I tried something
differently with goal-setting when I observed a colleague at
work in her Science class. I wanted to understand peer
critique; although the peer critique that I found in the
literature looked somewhat alien to the critique that
evolved from cooperative group processing, the notion was
similar enough and I was curious. I felt very strongly
about becoming more skilful with independent studies as a
teaching strategy; this made a nice fit with the educational
philosophy I was reading for middle years students. I was
reading a lot about increased decision-making for students.
I wanted to develop oracy skills with more emphasis on
debating, student presentations, class discussions. I was
led to some research on the use of rubrics when the
- question arose about how we would define excellence in
tasks. 1 also wanted to improve my skills with conferencing
with students about their work. The importance of talking
to students about their work was one of the most powerful
things I had learned with cooperative learning. My record-
keeping took on a new look. The reality shock was, that
in a few months the students would have a portfolio that

reflected all this to share with their parents.
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I gathered data on student learning from multiple
sources - from my observation notes, personal journals,
studenﬁ writing, parent writing, video tape - to fuse some
horizons (Gadamer, 1975, p. 348, as cited in Coulter, 1994,
p. 81). My purpose for data gathering became a combination
of re-informing by notions of instruction and research, and
forming my own fusion of theory and practice dialogically
constructed in the classroon. In a practical sense for
students, data in the form of selections for a portfolio
needed to be collected. I knew I had to do this, but was

not sure what decisions I would make.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Let's go back a bit.

Working together

To contribute to the reading our staff was doing, we
also made a connection with the University. On June 18th,
we met with Ken Osborne, member of the faculty of Education,
University of Manitoba, who co-authored the Middle Years
Sourcebook for the Manitoba Department of Education and had
a keen interest in being part of the Leila North School
process as it was developing. He was speaking about
assessment and Middle Years educational philosophy. He
spoke of portfolio collections of student work as an on-
going record of what was happening, an opportunity to

explore the creative and critical aspects of teaching. The
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more autonomous side of teaching would be a characteristic
of this approach. That was a hook for me; Stenhouse uses
this word. Curriculum and teaching strategies would be
reflected in the portfolios that the teacher and students
prepared together. This would be goal-oriented. He
highlighted some of the tensions in assessment including the
importance of communication with parents. At this meeting
I was forced to step out of my reverie of educational ideas

and consider some practical ﬁhoughts.

The principal asked if we were still willing to
have mnonthly parent-teacher meetings as first suggested?
Preliminary discussions about student assessment made us
think that we needed to see parents more frequently.
Concretizing was risky business. We were committing
ourselves to something about which we had insufficient

knowledge and didn't know how to do. We took a plunge.

Our first meeting in September, the day before the
students were to arrive, was another reality shock. The
first item on the agenda was "evaluation™. Could we come up
with a common statement of what this would nean for the
school? We had read parts of Theodore Sizer's (1984)
Horace's Compromise and were inspired by performances of
learning. We wanted portfolios to demonstrate learning and
to represent how  instruction and assessment mesh.

Evaluation would no longer be an "add-on" to assessment of
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progress. We were being asked to be articulate. What we
needed to be able to say was that evaluation would be
systematic, an integral part of the instruction, on going,
and effectively communicated. I would learn to make my
work visible (Boomer, 1987) in ways that allowed me to study
and improve what I was doing. The describable becomes the

discussable.

Small teacher group meetings were our life-~line. Five
months had passed since our first meeting as a group. Not
much time to dreanm big educational ideas, complete the
school year in our own schools, read, read and read some
more. Now that our new school year had begun with the
kids, things started to fall into place. During our first
year we had grade-group meetings during the school day, one
each six day cycle. - These were of enormous help in
providing time to get to know each other better, share
resources, identify issues we wanted help with, and to plan
curriculum. We often talked about portfolio collections and

what they could look like.

What would we put in them? What counted as evidence
for learning? What would make student portfolios visually
meaningful? What pieces ought students select? How would
they decide? How to coach the students in the manner in
which they were to present their porfolios to their parents

at home? How would we include curriculum summaries and
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evaluation from all aspects of the curriculum? Would this

be done arranged subject by subject?

Co-ordinating all staff members and their anecdotal
contributions to each student portfolio was a massive
undertaking in logistics considering the fact that some
teachers had fifteen students and some had all three hundred
and sixty. Teachers were cutting and pasting and
?hotocopying in a manic rush toward "P" day. We called this
time of the school year P.M.S. : "portfolio mental stress".
We all suffered from it! The management of such
collections and the time commitment required of lengthy,
comprehensive anecdotal reports was almost too much to bear.

How to become more efficient?

We were attempting to implement a complex idea as we
were learning about it. Managing it was difficult,
inefficient, and guzzling gallons of personal time.
Students did their share of complaining ‘about all the
thinking and writing they had to do to put a portfolio

together.

"This is so much work, Mrs. Thompson,"” was always
punctuated with groans of compliance in the classroom. Yes,
learning requires a lot of effort. I'm not sure they saw
their effort as taking more responsibility for their own

learning. I saw it as a liberation, an emancipation, but
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had no idea how I could nudge them toward this
understanding. They were certainly doing a lot more writing
and at times I stood back and remarked on how much.their
writing had improved in all aspects. It is significant

work.

Parents were fairly patient with this new process
called portfolio assessment and continued to ask important
questions. The most persistent questions were about
standards and worries about the high school world and the
work world, about their children's futures. Some of these
questions we attempted to answer and attempted to address by
making shifts in our thinking about the communication of the

collections.

However...more questions

The words "educating the reflective practitioner" were
looming large. What began as a band-aid solﬁtion to a
problem of unruly students became an investigation into the
latest educational research on cooperative learning which
was interwoven with practice on what it meant to be a
teacher researching my own actions and thnghts. I was now
exploring in more depth the notion of integrating assessment
and instruction. It was also crystal clear that I had to be
able to communicate what it was that I was learning. But

how?
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I was beginning to understand what it méant to assume
responsibility for <creating an  educational climate;
meaningful “curriculum", student choice. I was also
learning about  putting responsibility with students for
learning. The responsibility was no longer all mine to
assune. Students needed to enter the conversation about
learning and needed to make some decisions. They were
demonstrating what they knew, were able to talk about it,
may have indeed been asked about it for the first time, were

able to reflect on what went well and what they thought they

needed to do to improve. Parents were connected
differently.
In the new school with a new group of teachers, I

welcomed the collaborative opportunity because 1 knew it
could be exciting. At the same time, I was finding that
talking about my work as a teacher was risky business.
Sometimes I couldn't get the words right and of course the
risk of sounding foolish or stupid was tough to handle. How

was this going to work?

In the new school, I was making connections with some
remarkable teachers who offered me 1ideas and challenges
along with friendship. What were other teachers doing in
their classrooms about the same problems? What motivated
them? How was the context in room 134 different from my

context in room 1407 Jan and I had managed to become
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friendly and share our ideas in the old school. Now in the
new school there was a school-wide c¢ollaborative effort.
We were all working on the‘same notion toward similar goals.
What would this interdependence look like and feel like? It
was a little scary when I thought back on what Jan and I
had being asking our students to do. I realized I had
done this without actually experiencing that for myself.
What would be the differences between working with a close

friend and a whole staff?

There was never any question whether or not I should
be trying out new ideas, taking risks, being willing to
share the failures and successes about the issues of
portfolios as alternative assessment tools with other
teachers. We kﬁew there was no magic report card form that
would satisfy all contexts for all time. We were working on
an alternative. The investigative stance was given status
and legitimacy by the creation of a group of teachers for a
new school who wanted to approach education differently.
Tensions surrounding collegiality, trust, and time, were yet

to surface.

And now here I was. A new school. A new group of
energetic, creative, people with a mnmandate to create a
lighthouse on the prairie. Collaboration was a given. We
met as a group once a week and shared delicious food and

intellectual conversation. We dared to dream. We took
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risks. We looked at educational research on a variety of
themes that were to drive our work in the new school. We
sifted “Middle Years Philosophy" from educational
philosophy. We made enduring connections with the
University and people who were researching teacher practice.
The dream was quickly becoming a reality. We were soon to
meet for a social evening with parents and students who
would be enroled in the new school. We would have a chance

to meet , even if only to share a few quick anecdotes and

see what each of us looked like. And of course an empty
building to fill. Yes, indeed, many more questions! What
books? What teaching resources? What science 1lab

equipment? What furniture? What colours? How were we
going to organize the classroom groups? What needs to

anticipate?
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CHAPTER THREE

Portfolio Stew

What was happening for all of us in the classrooms was
the attempt to arrive at a clearer understanding of teaching
differently and assessing differently. I was developing
curriculum and integrating that with assessment and
evaluation. For some of us, we were teaching new subject
areas and a new grade for the first time. We were reading
similar research articles and talking about what we had
read. There was some comfort in knowing we were all in this
together, like vegetables, boiling and simmering and coming
up for air every now and then to savour the individual and
group tastes. There was less comfort in the swimming up

streanm.

I was attempting to make sense out of "“the stew" just
like I think we all were; taking some time to retreat to
our individual classrooms to try to put some new things in
place, think about them. We were boiling down some ideas so
that they could begin to locock less messy, at least for
awhile. I was learning that I could hold on to a new idea,
at least for awhile, before it started to change again.
Sure enough, our retreat was temporary. There was a lot of
popping in and out of each others' classrooms to observe and

talk about what was simmering for us. We had small group
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meetings to help us with collaborative efforts as well. I
relied on the investigative techniques of planning and
gathering information much as I had done with my first
teacher as researcher project. I needed something that

worked.

What instructional activities needed to be in place so

that students could present ample amounts of evidence?

Cooperative learning theory had a lot to offer. I would
start there. I wrote observations about behaviour and
accomplishments in a small coil-bound notebook and ny

journal, which became the life-line for my record-keeping.
I continued to keep anecdotal comments during conferencing
with students, marking assignments, oral testing, checking
up on homework. Weekly quizzes helped me diagnose who
needed help and what kind.- I expected students to reflect
on progress, set goals for learning and follow through.
Students took an active roll when they didn't do well on a
quiz; they were expected to reflect why not. They knew.
The could write about what went wrong, that they knew what
they needed to do to improve, and that they wanted to

improve. Our goal was mastery.

I started to use peer critique as a component of
evaluation for class presentations. This would give extra
practice with evaluative and reflective language. It would

involve the <c¢lass 1in working with the «c¢riteria for
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excellence they had established. I felt the more they
worked with the criteria, the better they would understand
them, and the more conscious they would be about standards
of excellence when they were putting together their own
presentations. I thought it was a way to learn from each
others opinions and a way for students to support their own
opinions. I saw it as a way to build community and
interdependence with its emphasis on respect, sensitivity,

heipfulness. This decision created quite an adventure.

I decided to use the three step response we had used
for peer editing in the writing process. It would be a
familiar model, therefore less threatening. We called it
SAS: what struck you during the presentation? Write it
down. Ask a question based on the content or the form.

Make a suggestion. Keep in mind that the presenters want

your help. Be as helpful as you can. Let's emphasize the
positive I said. 1 distributed a response form for each

member of the audience.

I mentioned this classroom work to my psychology
professor and got quite a shock when she said, "Oh, no.
You can't do that. Never ask students to evaluate each

other. It is much too threatening."

Here I was, in the middle of it. Now what?
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I gathered up all the student responses and asked my
friend, a reading specialist , to look them over and give me
a reaction. "This is neat! Hmm ... this is good. Ch,
this is an interesting comment. Oh, I can see what you mean
about Joey's thought processes here. Maybe we should do
some reading testing with him ... okay, so what's your

problem?”

"Is this threatening? Is this a destructive thing to

be doing if my goal is to create interdependence?"

"No. The questions are not threatening. 2And students
have to give a reason for what their opinion is. This

should be a confidence builder. What is your sense?"

"I did think in advance about whether or not this would
increase the anxiety of the presenters. I thought there
would be anxiety. I thought more about the potential for

student empowerment and interdependence.™
"What have the kids said?"

They had plenty to say. As a class of sixth grade
students, they were quite confident about speaking their
minds. Yes, the peer critique made them nervous. Sometimes
the answers others gave them were "dumb". If his voilce was

soft and one student wrote TALK LOUDER, that was hurtful.
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Some comments made them feel good. FANTASTIC did that trick.
I didn't think there would be any damage to their self-
esteem, but I knew I had to do a lot more work with

language.

"What is the most helpful about peer critique?" I

asked.

"When people are honest. When they say things nicely,"

Karen said.

We did more large group and small group brainstorming
about what helpful words could be used. We worked with the
dictionary and thesaurus to find every adjective and adverb
we could. We alphabetized the words. We made charts and
hung them all around. We talked through the hurtful things
and it was the large letters that gave the tone of
disrespect more then the observation. I talked about
artistic impressions and how graphic artists design words
that mean heat or fire with flames or flashes, cold words
with icicles. They weren't convinced. There was hurt that
no artist could persuade otherwise. One student

communicated this well.

"I know I have to talk louder." (shoulder shrug)
"So, big deal."™ (pencil tapping) " I'll try .. next time

... maybe.” And he responded to my grin at those last
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words. Yeah, this is not easy I was saying, and he knew

he had my stpathy.

Dbout this time, another teacher noticed that there was

no rating scale on this peer evaluation and wondered why I

chose not to do this. I cringed. "Please don't ask me to
use numbers. I hate numbers. I'm trying to not work with
percentages or averages or anything to do with numbers." He

thought I should try a scale.

Then I thought, "Okay. I'm no coward. I'1l try

something. I'll see.”

The next time around using the same format, I included
a rating scale of one through five and a space for a written
justification of the number. This small section caused a
rebellion. When I probed the mumbling and rumbling,

students told me that the numbers were unfair.

"She rated me a 2 because I rated her a 2 ... even

though my project was better than hers.”

"1 don't care what she said on the line, look at this

number!®

"People are using the numbers to be mean.”
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" Yeah. We shouldn't use numbers."

My worst féars were confirmed but it was fun to pick
away at the dilemma. I was beginning to trust there was
always another way to look at this. I checked all the peer
critiques again. I noticed that a range of numbers, from
two to five, were given when a strong, positive
justification was given in the statement part. One student
received a two and another a five when the comments were
similar to: "Good work." "Hard to hear but I liked your
project."™ 1 summarized this information on chart paper with
multi-coloured felt ©pens and presented it for class
discussion. It was a good time to talk about subjectivity
and evaluation. The students saw the similarities of
written comments and judged them fair but the wide range of

the use of numbers was not. What was going on here?

V"Are you sure that you think the words mean something
that the numbers do not?" I asked. Was this report card
residue? Probably. What if it wasn't? I interpreted this
discussion as support for my misgivings about numbers and
rating scales and the hurtful possibilities numbers had for
ranking and grading. When I mentioned this to colleaques,
they had a good laugh, thought I'd made a gigantic leap of
understanding, but didn't present me with any other

considerations.
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I felt a little bit more secure with wusing this
strategy another time, without the scale of course, but was
sﬁre I would do some more thinking. We modified the
response forms; sometimes they were much less formal. That
year, students completed six independent study projects so
we varied the style of the peer critique with the goals each
time. For example, we had a very detailed response form for
one Social Studies project on Exploration. Another time,
the forms were scraps of blank recydled paper and students
copied a brief model I had sketched for them on the
chalkboard. During some presentations, only a small group
in the audience wrote evaluations while the rest of the
class responded orally with questions and comments to the
presenters and also to my questions. I made sure everyone
had a chance to respond and tried to mix the groups by
gender and ethnicity. This was to cut down .on the use of
paper and photocopying, teacher preparation time, student
writing time, and it did make the response process faster.
Some students asked 1f they could critique more than one
presenter. I allowed that. I wanted as many voices as
possible here. I also wanted to show that five or six
quality critiques could be as helpful as twenty-seven.
Presenters received , read, and signed the critiques before
handing them to me. I read and signed each one. As we
became more skilful, we became more efficient. I stapled my

evaluation of the presentations with the peer critiques and
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students had envelopes in their portfolios to store these

forms.

Students valued these responses. Parents were very
interested in them as well. There was a communication
problem with parents about this once. Parents looked at the
teacher evaluation as summative and felt it to be
inadequate. They did not notice the conferencing notes,
written editing remarks on the several drafts of the
individual and group work, the goal-setting between teacher
and student, and following through during the process. They
were used to looking at the end, the final product, what my
final comments were. Parents complained that there was lots
of self-evaluation and peer evaluation and not enough
teacher evaluation. They did not read the process and see
the continuous coaching by the  teacher. As the teacher, I
did not see the pedagogical need to be elaborately summative
when I felt that I had been exhaustively formative in my
coaching. There was a conflict. I knew I was assessing and
evaluating more authentically and documenting that with
conferences and quick notes more than I had ever done.
Integrating assessment with instruction had a different
look. I was back to the problem of how to communicate with
the parents as this had  profound implications for a

portfolio.
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I saw class presentations as a way to assess and
evaluate more than the student ability to use a clear voice
and captivate the audience. Students would have some real
power here. They would have a chance to talk about what
interested them, what they were curious about. I see this
as student decision-making. It is a way students control
curriculum. It is also an "event" that builds on research
skills, organization of ideas in writing, exploration of
different ways to present ideas with an emphasis on the
multi-media possibilities, critical 1listening skills,
evaluative language development. I video-taped a series of
class presentations so that kids could view them and enjoy
them; I also wanted them to see themselves and use the tape

as a basis for reflection.

The day the class viewed the tape, there was a lot of
laughing and talking. I did not ask the students to reflect
in writing on what they saw. I considered that as a first
experience, this might be quite intimidating. We did some
oral large group processing. I asked the class two
questions and students volunteered their answers. The
questions were: "Considering all the presentations, what
could we improve?" and "What did you like best about the
presentations?” Students could not always hear the
presenter well. This was one way that TALK LOUDER became
'talk louder' - a less emotional and more factual look at

the problem. Speaking clearly was an issue. One student
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commented this seemed to be a technical problem with the
video camera and this also was a balm for some residual
hurt. One student commented that the audience was not
always polite; they were talking when they should have been
listening! I think they were recognizing how important
respect was by experiencing the lack of it and having the
chance to talk about it. All students liked the choice and
control they had over the topics. They wanted to do more

independent studies.

I chose not to have them reflect personally on their
individual efforts after they had viewed them with the video
cassette. It reminded me of the two video tapes I had of my
teaching. My first attempt was a risky business. I didn't
have a problem getting the taping done. It was part of the
research. Viewing it was an entirely different matter.
In both cases I had asked a student to video tape me and the
class. I didn't prepare myself or the class in advance.
Libby and the camera were available one day. I said, "Let's

go!™”

I wasn't sure what I was going to find, but I wanted to
have something to reflect on. When I viewed the first tape
for the first time, I waited until my house was empty. It
was late at night. When I put the video on I was shaking.
What would I see? I hid the tape away for a long time

before I viewed it again. I was looking for something
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specific this time. Much later I viewed it again with yet
another and different reason because I was researching
nyself, my movements, my voice, my attitude. -Everytime I
looked at it I was home alone. I didn't want anyone in my
family to view it. It was two years later when I had the

second tape made and it was much easier for me to confront

it as a professional development tool. I was amazed at the
time it took me to deal with this. I was incredibly self-
conscious, nervous. My comfort level with the mirror was
rising.

There was so much laughing and talking going on during
the viewing of their class tape, I couldn't have stepped
into the students' conversations even if I had wanted to.
There was a lot of laughing at themselves, not each other.
This was a mirror for them too. I never heard an overt
critical comment, but I did feel their nervousness in the
loudness and the laughter. I was.proud of thém, but I was

nervous too.

After that first experience with wanting the students
to reflect on their video ©performance, I have used
evaluation forms for every instructional video I show. It
is a technique that helps students develop their analytical
skills, listening, and summarizing of information. Students
know in advance of viewing that I want them to be able to

tell me what the main idea is and what some of the details



109

are. The goal is to continue to develop their language for
evaluation. Sometimes I ask that a web of ideas be built
after the viewing and as a group process. This type of
evaluation i1s kept with their notes on that topic. 1If I ask
students to select something from their work for their
portfolios that shows they have improved listening skills,
or can summarize information, they might choose to put in a

video evaluation as an example of that.

I used rubrics to provide ways for students to learn
the standards of excellence. 1Initially, the class discussed
what made a good presentation, what made a good project. We
brain-stormed details, a student acted as recorder, later I
typed this in a formal way, then each student received a
copy. The criteria we identified varied according to the
assignment. There was room for teacher goals and individual
goal-setting so that students could see what they had
accomplished and what they still needed to work on. The
rubric was used for students to plan how to begin the work.
It was used for peer evaluation and peer editing. It was
used when they were conferencing with each other on work in
progress. I used it to guide the one-on-one conferencing
and also for a fina; evaluation. A final mark 1is no

surprise.
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I learned how difficult a rubric is to design. I did
a lot of experimenting, revising, and polishing. It nade me
work hard to design assignments that were purposeful and
meaningful and goal oriented. Since evaluation is so multi-
dimensional, I learned to leave a large space on the
evaluation form for comments that I had not planned for in
advance. I can't think of a time when something didn't
arise that we hadn't expected. This format was always
more difficult when giving a mark. I emphasized to the
students that any mark is to be questioned and that I would
always discuss any discrepancies that arose. I wanted to be
careful about numbers. Students do compare answers and the
numbers have to be fair. There were times when I predicted
I would be challenged on a number, and I was, and that I
would have difficulty explaining it, and I did. Fairness is
probably the single most important thing to them in
evaluation. This rubric is stapled to the assignment and if
that piece was chosen for the portfolio, then the reference
for the student or bmyself was at hand when giving and
explanation for the parents. Parents were telling me they

needed to see numbers.

One parent said, "Give me an A or a B. That means

something to me"

1 said, "My frame has changed. Letters and numbers

have no meaning for me now."
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He was patient and he was intriqued. I didn't want to
lose him in the conversation. I told him the classroom
storyvabout the peer critiques and the subjectivity with the
rating scale of one to five. I got the feeling he would be
more comfortable if he heard something else. He wanted a
standard for comparing. I call it an "out of body standard"
when a dad says, "Now, Hemingway! There's a standard!™
Yes. Your son is twelve years old. Right now he is just
himself, not a Hemingway; but, some day he may be. Right
now he is trying so hard to please you, sir. Recognize him.

Discussing education with parents is fascinating.

Conferencing with students became another important
evaluation strategy. Side by side with goal-setting and
reflection, it facilitates learning. I learn as much as the
students do in this process. I diagnose difficulties and
coach toward the final goals. Students know in advance that
it is conference day and they sign up for a time when they

think they can be ready.

I like to sit at my desk during a conference because I
have my records spread out on my desk. Students like to sit
on the high wooden stool which is close to my chair. If it
is a group conference they bring extra chairs. They show me
their work in progress and come with their learning logs and
conference notes. The conference starts when everyone has

work, a log, and a pencil. They talk and I listen and give
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supportive feedback. Their conference notes keep us on
track. There is a place for the date, the main ideas of the
conferences because they are organized in advance, time
lines, a space to make quick notes of what was accomplished.
I help them write their conference notes. I also keep a
record of my own. Their conference notes need to be handed
in with the final project because they are part of "the
mark". When the conference 1is over, students are clear
about what they have to do. Assessment is very much a part
of the instruction during these information sharing
sessions. When students talk to their parents about this
work, parents may see how the process has developed by
reading the conference notes. My evaluation for the project

is a summary of these notes.

Conferencing helps to build the teacher-student
relationship because it is conversational and social. It is
a challenge for me when students are intense and
intellectual about their learning as much as when they seem
disengaged and without a plan. We are together, we talk,
and there is time to help. I like to plan conferences when
I have another adult in the room so that if I need to spend
more time with the more dependent students, the other
teacher can lend a hand. It took a year of trial and error
to design a comfortable form to use. I need the visual
concrete form to keep me on track. I think kids do too.

For students who make the connection, it flows. For
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students who don't as easily, I use it to tug them back to
the task or to ne: "If you are ready to conference, bring

your form!"™ Of course there's a mad scramble.

"What form? What's she talking about? Ohhh. That
form. Oops! ... QOkay, here it is.™ Or sometimes, "HHmmm

... I musta' lost it."

I can léad, arrange, support, even "do" for students
whose abilities or self-confidence with more independent
learning needs more time to develop. Those who have
acquired independent skills can be more independent with it.
Those who need it, get more supervision. Conferencing is a

trenendous enabling process.

The new school had been open for a year before we

committed ourselves to student-led discussions. I saw this
from two perspectives. The first was student empowerment
and student voice. 1In a discussion with their parents and

the teachers, the student would present the porfolio of work
samples and be prepared to answer questions. Together,
goals would be assessed and new goals would be identified.
I also saw it as a move away from the horrendous load of
comprehensive anecdotal reporting in a summative way.
Teacher evaluation would continue to be a part of the
assessment and instruction process on a daily and weekly

basis. With all the extra effort I was putting into daily
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and weekly evaluation, surely this would be adequate for the
parents! I had not yet learned to be more efficient with my
record-keeping but it had come a long way. Not quite
livable yet, but it was right around the next curve. With
some more thought into portfolio construction, could the

portfolio "speak for itself™?

The stew gets hotter...

The next curve became the first student-led discussions
which took place in early November. Students came into the
classroom with their parents at the appointed times and
arranged themselves in small groups at tables. At one time,
there were three or four families in the room. The
discussion time lasted about thirty minutes. I circulated
among the tables. We discussed goals based on the student
work and the goals were recorded. I asked the parents to

set a next appointment time before they left.

It was a Thursday. This event was another first for
our school. Most students arrived on time with their
portfolios, writing portfolios and agenda book. Often the

whole family came. Family groups sat together around tables
grouped to increase the privacy. I think some of the kids
were as nervous as I was. When the students opened their
portfolios and started to talk, I sat quietly and observed

or circulated to see if there was any assistance 1 could
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give. Then something terrible happened. A mom called me
over to her table and said, "Is this all there is?" Her

face was furrowed.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"Do I not receive a report or a growth commentary on
how well Dawn is doing? I want to know how well she is

doing in all subjects."”

"No. There 1s no summary statement in the portfolio
for each subject. You will see my evaluation comments on
each piece in the portfolio. Dawn, what questions does your

mom have that you cannot answer by showing her your work?"

"Well ... ummmm ... What do you want to know, Mom?"

"Well, I can see by your work that you are doing very

well. But what does the teacher think?"

I sat down with them. ™Let's go back over the goals

we set in September together.”

Dawn turned to the goals set. She was keeping this in
the front of her agenda book. At the goal-setting meeting,
our first meeting with parents in the fall, Dawn was

encouraged to work ahead in Math, to set her own pace, and
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we would monitor Math progress with conferences. She was
interested in different ways to present her independent
studies and wanted more multi-media expériences. I wanted to
encourage that. She was a voracious reader and wanted to
do more writing. Over the six week period, Math progress
was good, she had mastered the essay format and presented a
final piece of writing based on three novels by the same
writer. She had kept a comprehensive log on a moon watch.
She was fascinated by the night sky, aurora borealis, even
U.F.0.'s. and her first independent study preéentation was a
play, foil costumes included, about comets and planets. She
was independent and creative. The portfolio had drafts of
her writing, math work samples and tests, her Science log, a
video of her independent study presentation. She had also
been working hard to establish a relationship with another
student in the room who was choosing not to speak; who
responded with slights nods of her head or when spoken to.
Dawn was caring and was expressing a great deal of social
responsibility when she spoke to me some days after school
about her worry and frustration with this friendship. Did
mom know about this aspect of school 1life? Some very
important aspects of school life may not be as easily to

record in a binder.

There was a change in the mother when she heard me
summarize the accomplishments of her daughter. By not

having this summary written down in the portfolio, I had
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created some anxiety for her and the family. She felt I

wasn't doing my job.

Another family called me over and I saw more cloudy

faces and furrowed brows. "Oh, no. What now?"

The mom said, "Why are we doing this? Why have things

changed? Is this the way it is going to be all year?"

I smiled and said, "As you recall from our meeting in
September, I stated that I wanted to see you in the school
more often this year because it is important that I am with
you when Candace talks about her work with you so that if
you need clarification from me I am here to give immediate

feedback. It is my goal to work together with you."
"Are we going to do it this way next time?"

"Yes, I hope so. Please note any concerns on the
response sheet and I will get back to you by phone or by
letter. 1If you want to arrange a private meeting with me,
we can do so next week. We will see this goal-setting sheet
in the front of Candace 's agenda book right next to our
September meeting summary. I hope ﬁo see you again in six
school weeks from now. We will have time to talk about the

latest work in the portfolio and how it is evidence of the
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attention we have been paying to the goals we have set. 1Is

this same time, Thursday, January 13,1994, good for you?"

"Yes, this is a good time for us. Actually, we like
this type of meeting. We wish our son in the (other school)
had these arrangements. Then we could keep track of what he
is doing. The teachers never talk to us until it is too

late."” That made me feel I was accomplishing a lot.

The time went on and the groups in the classroom
changed and quiet conversations continued as I moved Ffrom
group to group. Earlier in the day my class shared their
portfolios with sixth grade students for a practice run.
They whipped through the pages like maniacs. This time, the
half-hour set aside for each family often was not long
enough. Some family groups stayed as long as an hour.
There were parents who were waiting for uncomfortable
periods of time to speak with me as well. This would have
to be fixed. I observed the students taking charge of the

discussion in most cases.

I was sad to see one mom in charge of the portfolio
pieces by having them in front of her. At first Miranda was
sitting across from her mom. I said, "Miranda, move around
to this side and sit beside your Mom so that you can look at
your portfolio together." Miranda moved but did not take

possession of the portfolio. Mom corrected all her mistakes
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with a pen and was criticizing something every time I
circled by. In Miranda's daily diary where students are
asked to write a question about their learning for that day,
Mom pointed to one question and said, "This is stupid. 'How

can they live?' These people shouldn't be here."

I couldn't let that one go!

" Mrs. Brandson, on that day, our class spent quite a
lot of time with the special needs kids. We were in their
classroom, we sang, we listened to other students present
stories about all of the interests of the kids who were
confined to wheel chairs and we depended on others for
complete health care. Miranda was struck by their quality
of life compared to her own when she asked, poignantly,
"How can they live?" I understood and was touched by her

question.”

Miranda had written in her daily log, "How can they

live?”™

"Yeah. What are those kids doing here anyway? They
should be in hospitals. And all that money they are costing
the tax payers! It is not right," Mrs. Brandson continued

forcefully.
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"Are you thinking about the articles in the paper
recently? In this school we believe that all kinds of kids
should learn together. Maybe the media could look at what
we are doing here. I think the news stories would look
different,” I answered. I could tell by her face that she

was not very happy with the situation.

One family waé particularly rushed. They arrived late,
sat absorbed while their child presented the portfolio and
then rushed out in such a hurry that the dad did not even
make eye contact with me. The mother phoned me after school
the next week to shout her frustration that I had not
provided a written summary of accomplishments and that I was
not doing my job. Why had I changed things when they were
so happy with what the last year's teacher had done, and was
I going to send home a written evaluation, or did they have

to 'take this higher' ?

I knew she was threatening me with a call to the
principal and superintendent, but I could only reflect, "who
could be 'higher' than I? I was the one who knew her
child's academic life better than any other school person.”
And I was confident that if the administration wanted more
information, there would be a conversation about this, not

accusations.
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Several parents wanted to take the portfolio home along
with the response form and promised to return the work the
following Monday. I had asked everyone to respond to some
questions. About a third of the group wrote on the form and
handed it back to me the same night. Most wanted more time.
They wanted to think carefully through the response form and
to respond from home. I thanked them and told then that T
would phone or write a letter to them next week, based on

theif feedback.

The portfolio evening struck me as "other-directed”.
Students brought their parents in, sat down , and started to
share. Parents focussed on the student work and listened
and ask good duestions. For the first time, the
appointments took place on time. In the past, parent
interviews often started late and ended late, or parents

felt ushered in and rushed out.

For the first time I felt 1like a facilitator with
parents. I spend all day and well into most nights
responding to their children's work. It was good to be able
to arrange an opportunity to see the parents responding to
their children and to the exhibition of learning in the
classroomn. I was so exhilarated by the evening that I
could not sleep when I got home. My husband and I sat up
late. I was sharing some of my insecurities about the

evening and he said, "Look Zoé&. You have another life.
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This takes so much time. If the parents want a check-list

report card, why don't you just give it to them?"

"I don't think there is any going back," I said.

What I had failed to do was make the portfolioc "speak
for itself"™ more independently of the child's voice. I was
depending on the student voice because that was what I
thought was very important. I needed to coach them more
with what I saw as a new power for them. I also had to
readjust my view to see this as a parent would. My
reflections that night however, were so positive. Over the
next few weeks, I was to hear parent voices that were not
so. I learned some important things about portfolio

construction that year.

Another parent was very angry. He phoned the day after
and demanded a private meeting with me before the winter
holiday. He was threatening to place his daughter in
another school because he felt our school was not

communicating about her progress in a way he could

understand. He was not happy with the portfolio as a
'report card'. I asked the principal to sit in the meeting
with ne.

Both parents arrived. He was bothered by the idea that

his daughter's friend came home with a report card and over
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the phone she could tell everyone her grades. When the
girlfriend asked how his daughter Carol was doing, his
daughter was at a loss for words. "My déughter does not
know where she stands. What is this? I want my daughter to

go to a school where she knows where she stands!®

For me, this meant that the old vocabulary and
patterns of talk had not yet been replaced by the new way
Carol was learning to understand and talk about her
portfolio collection. The parents were in a panic that the
child did not know "where she stood". I spoke to them about
the skills their daughter had and reminded them of the goals
we had set in September to make improvements. Dad was all
in favour of goal-setting. He saw that as important in real
life. But what was the standard? How could her progress be
compared to that of others? He was concerned about her

future.

I wasn't sure that the parents went away with what they
were seeking. They seemed more at ease with the information
we shared. I promised to make some changes they felt they
needed to make the portfolio make more sense to them. I
admitted that my first effort that fall could stand a lot of
improvements and that I would think about what they had said
very carefully. We agreed to meet in January for a follow-

up discussion.
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The principal told me later that I was articulate
about pedagogy and that I had communicated a detailed
understanding of the studenf. She was impressed. The
portfolio had not. We decided that working so closely with
students to demonstrate learning resulted in a closer
relationship with then. Carol stayed in our school.
Friendly relations continued throughout the year with the

parents.

I hoped that I would not lose track of my idea that
student voices were critical in this dialogue. I was
resisting the idea that the portfolio could "speak for
itself™. It was the dialogue that made the portfolio
distinctive, authoritative, and authentic. Teaching
students how to talk about their work was a definite goal

for ne.

I learned a lot from the parent talk and the response
form. Some parents objected to being in one room with other
family groups and some asked for private time to meet. Some
were perfectly comfortable with this and 1liked the
opportunity to see other families and socialize. Some
parents objected"to "little kids running around" while I
liked the siblings there and thought it was true to life.
Some parents didn't want a meeting at all. Parents who did
not see the need to come to school told me that the

regularly talked about school work with their child. Some
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of the parents who worked shifts-work wanted regular phone
calls. There were two parents I kept in touch with by

writing notes in the child's agenda book.

The January 1994 meeting with parents and portfolios,
the second student-led discussion, had its own special
characteristics. The portfolios had a different look and we

had made some schedule changes as well.

Students had worked hard from November 18, 1993 up to
the Christmas break making organizational and content
refinements to the portfolio collections. A table of
contents Was added. This represented work during that time
period and a note to parents from me outlined curriculum
goals. This would guide the choices of work samples that -
students would enclose. "Do we have to include all those on
the list, just because you say so?" I answered with my

reasons for wanting samples from each category included.

"Just suppose you chose not to put a work sample in
from one category on the list. What would that mean to your
parents? Would you be ready to explain that?" I wanted
them to think ahead, think through consequences of their
choices. I was to arrive at a different understanding of

what this could mean for student selections at a later date.
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This meant something about accountability to me and to
them. If something missing meant work not complete, then
the lack of evidence provided a point of discussion about

decision-making or work habits and homework.

Students had also done a rather lengthy self-reflection

on the September to November work which became part of the

portfolio collection, just before the Christmas holiday. I
also planned to continue the student self-
reflections/evaluations weekly in the new vyear. Every

Friday morning I would summarize some of the week's
activities and ask the students to respond to those
activities by describing them and then commenting on goals
and accomplishments. This would provide more practice with
reflecting, self-evaluation, and evaluative vocabulary.
Parent communication would be enhanced by knowing what the
learning activities were that week. "What did you
learn?" was the object of the writing. On that weekly
correspondence there would be a place for me to make
comments as well as a place for parents to respond to me and

to the child.

At the end of the first week in January, I sent home
the December reflections including my comments. I also
included a second reflections/self-evaluation from the
students that represented the work}from the first week back

to school in the new vyear. I attached a letter to these
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writings that explained some of the changes in the
portfolios that the parents could expect to see during their

next visit.

Schedules were adjusted so that there were fewer family
groups in the room at the same tine. Some parents had
requested private time in the classroom as they were
uncomfortable speaking in front of others, no matter how
quietly we spoke. This was a plus for me, as things
unfolded, as I honestly felt I had more time to talk with
each family. The down side was that this took three

different evenings to complete all the meetings.

One dad who worked for a multi-national company said
that this system in my classroom was not reflective of the
"real"” world. .In his view the world grades and sorts people
and this was not preparation for the cold realities of a
life they would meet about eight to ten years from now. He
is graded in his work. He has targets to meet. How was
this preparing his daughter for the real world? This was

'baby stuff '!

My eyes sparked. "These are twelve and thirteen year
old children, not adults. I do not believe that I ought to
grade and sort children. During a time when their
abilities, their understandings about themselves as

learners, their potential, etc. is just beginning to bloom,
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they need opportunities to make decisions, opportunities to
share their ideas, to gain self-confidence about their
accomplishments. They need encouragement to become
independent and critical thinkers and to learn how to
problem-solve. Every child is different. Each child needs
to be wunderstood for her/his own strengths and needs
encouragement to build on those strengths. Learning
difficulties need to be identified and worked on together
with parénts as part of this knowledge and planning.” I

was really on a soap-box.

"I know what you mean by that. My own two kids are as
different as night and day. And we tend to treat them
differently, too,"” He admitted. Okay. Someone was

listening.

"Do you talk to your children about that? Do they know
that?.” I wondered about this to myself. I continued to
explain. As teachers we were trying to model with self-
evaluation and reflection practice that self-knowledge was
important. Was self-knowledge not important in his work?
Did he not have to make his own plan about how to meet his
targets? Did he not have to collect evidence of his work
and his accomplishments so that he could argue his case
before his boss for his next raise, or with his next
account? Did he not have to have the skill to speak

confidently and well about his own ideas, his work, and the
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company's interests? Did he need only his boss's opinion,
or did his own opinion count, in order to improve his
performance? What other opinions were significant in this

process? his family's? his friend's?

I explained by referring to the portfolio that I was
attempting to design instructional activities in my
classroom that would lead to self-knowledge, would promote
co-operation and more importantly collaboration, that would
alert students to the importance of setting goals, and would
encourage self-reflection and self-evaluation. This was

learning for real life. He just stared at me.

One parent asked me if I would write down ny
explanation of portfolio assessment. Listening to my
explanation was clear, but she needed something to take
away with her to read and to respond to at another time.
She laughed and said that perhaps she was a "visual learner"
like her daughter. She was referring to the learning styles
work in the portfolio. We shared a laugh over that! She
was learning from her daughter and about her daughter's
learning style. I said I would. I made copies of what I
wrote for a few other parents 1I théught might be interested

but never received a personal reply.

There 1is a connective tissue in the ©portfolio

development with my students and that I have found to be
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patience with the effects of intended behaviour. The most
recent student-led discussions offered even another changed

view. In my Jjournal I wrote:

St ~ i ssions-—

What struck me about the student-led was a link to
three ideas; credibility, caring, and curriculum. This is a
credible, worthy, valued process and I feel a credibility
that is mine, as much as the students, because I am able to
facilitate this process in their lives. What small things
am I doing now that may have large implication for their
futures? I observe a caring, concerned relationship between
parent and child; I feel connected to that. I am sitting
here, they are over there in their family groups, but we are
connected. I know the kids well and this gives a new
understanding to the word partnership. I actually hesitate
to use this old vocabulary; it would be useful to include
the antithetical - I am not a stranger, not an adversary. I
feel a connection with parents. They seem relaxed,
definitely in a mode to listen to their child. I have time
to get to know the parents. These talks are taking a long
time. One mom stayed for one and one-half hours this
afternoon. When we talked about her child's learning she
said more than once, "That's Jane! You've got that
right!". We are building relationships and the focus in on
goals and plans to accomplish those goals and we focus on
what is worth learning. Better than that, there is
agreement, a consensus, about what appears to be
worthwhile. There is a clearness about what it is we are
doing here. The "curriculum" we are actually talking about
is what we are doing for and with the child as parent and
teacher and what the child is doing for herself. "Right"
procedures have these "good" effects. The connective tissue
is the intentions, we cause the future.

My writing was interrupted at that time by a teacher
walking into the room who needed clarification about a
project we were working on together. What is valuable for

me about the writing is the completely different perspective
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and mood I was feeling that date, compared to the anxiety
and tension I was feeling in previous student-led discussion
encounters. I had learned something in November, and now,
January 1995, I use this journal entry as a springboard from
where I am now to be able to outline some challenges I still

sSee.

A meal to digest...

There are times when it 1is becoming clearer, less

messy, for me to think about my work in school.

Portfolio assessment implies example and argument. It
is illustrative of three important educational issues -
assessment, pedagogy, and curriculum. Student portfolio
collections as alternative assessment in method and manner
(Fenstermacher, 1992) are non-competitive and descriptive;
show scholarly respect for evidencé; represent an openness
to ideas from all stakeholders; is a dialectical process of
interdependence of teachers, students, and parents; includes
skills of self-reflection with goal setting and the follow
through; and symbolizes theory in practice. Portfolios
have the power to instruct teaching, to establish defensible

"practical arguments" (Fenstermacher, 1986).

I am learning about collaboration, what makes education

transactional as opposed to transmission, when I worked
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with cooperative learning theory. The timbre and tempo of a
collaborative <¢lassroom is not always an easy flow.
Students have taught me that a shift in tempo or timbre is
usually a signal of a frustration level and not necessarily
a signal that they want to switch activities. I started to
trust this aspect more and be patient with that frustration
that is being created, give it more time, so that some new
learning will be an outcome. The disequilibrium, tension,
conflict, wusually means that some new learning is béing
worked out, and that disequilibrium is a positive signal for
a teacher and the class. Not necessarily a negative one. I
let them stew more. I'm not so quick to rescue them from

the simmering and bubbling.

When teacher talk time becomes part of the teaching
day, it may become part of the teaching culture. It is not
an add-on to the teaching day. Teachers need time to
establish a relationship, to share, to trust, to organize
their ideas, to change things! It functions in a similar
way as peer critique and group processing, the give and
take of power, and the talk needs to be part of learning,
during the action, and after the action. This process needs
to be individual reflection in- and on-the-action as well as
group reflection. Student talk time needs to be part of the
teaching day, the student culture, the school culture, with
a view to improving on what has gone before. I'm «quite

certain that there has to be more talk time with parents. A
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reflective school culture 1is quite a change from the

traditional, "empty vessel"” metaphor.

I am learning to be clearer about expectations and
standards of excellence using the rubrics. The criteria
for assignments are something that students are more likely
to take responsibility for when they help negotiate them and
use them as a basis for setting goals. Rubrics are usuelly
in a state of change from one work to another. They

represent goals and standards.

Conferencing has tremendous power. It works very well
in a co-teaching time. Having another teacher in the room
to be there in a multitude of ways for the kids who are not
conferencing is an enabling condition for learning. I have
experienced some wonderful learning in co-teaching time.
Teachers need adult learning buddies too! Co-teaching is an
opportunity to «collaborate to improve the quality of
education for kids that I ‘am just beginning to learn more

about.

There are no recipes, there is no one right way.
Ideas are not applied, they are negotiated in context.
Practice becomes visible because it 1is shared with an
overture to trust and exchange. Learning is more process
than single event. During observation and discussion there

is reciprocity as all shareholders become resources for one



134

another. There 1is no detachment but involvement and
responsibility-taking. Method cannot be divorced from
manner.

Curriculum becomes visible because it is shared and
has been looked at systematically by such processes as self-
reflection, goal-setting, and the dialectical
interdependence of teachers, students, and parents. The
teaching medium beconmes visible so that it is accessible to
theorizing (Boomer, 1987, p. 6). One can revisit the theory
after working with the 1ideas and reflecting on the
understanding of those ideas. Understanding change is then

understood as learning and change.

Kemmis {1987) asks what makes one's practice
educational and I | find an answer in the enactment of my
beliefs and values in order to do a better job of realizing
those values. There is a realization that teacher knowledge
is not just about pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment, but
about the moral dimensions of teaching (Goodlad et al.,1990;
Fenstermacher, in Goodlad et al., 1990; Coulter,1994;
Noddings, 1984). Sergiovanni (1994) employs his powerful
metaphor of community to alter perception, language, and
actions. When our language changes, the way we act on the

meanings of those words also changes.
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How has my learning changed? My practice has become
praxis. I write a personal journal, student observation
journal on behaviour, and anecdotes of conferences. I
expect students write about learning activities weekly in
commentaries to parents. I think more deliberately about
designing lessons with built -in evaluation of goals and
accomplishments. Self-esteem 1is built by offering more
student control over curriculum decisions, and giving them
the authentic; significant work of learning. There is more
dialogue with students and parents. And naturally, there

are more questions.

I have yet to settle, with a greater degree of
satisfaction, the notion of student voice that is still
niggling. It must mean more choice and control. But what?
What more can we do - with co-teaching time to make the
classroom more meaningful for the students? What other
possibilities are there for the portfolio as a structure
that informs teaching? What indeed are the possibilities
for my own portfolio? And of course, there are many

questions that I have about the notion of curriculum.

The next chapter turns to the explication of some of
the "howevers" that keep being stirred up in the stew. It
continues to be of great interest to me to find out how the
notion of teacher as researcher will continue to enabled me

to study my own practice so that some of the implications
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for that knowledge allow me to be a part of quality

education.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Teacher as Researcher - A Chandging View

Why should teachers bother with teacher research?
Because it is a way of knowing and learning about teaching.
I have learned some valuable lessons about teaching and how
I go about being a teacher. ©Now, school is less messy and
yet at the same time it is more complex. Now, I have a
language for a concept of teaching that is becoming
clearer. Now, my monologue is challenged, published, open
to scrutiny as I have come to believe teacher work should
be open. At the same time, I am also aware of an
oversimplification in this writing in the explanation of
this work in my pursuit of the ideals of caring, community

and collaboration.

Nonetheless, this writing is an attempt to articulate
adequately the principles behind teaching (Smyth, 1992, p.
296) that characterize my practice. A concept of teacher as
researcher provided the framework for an investigation that
has led me to a deeper understanding of four aspects of
teacher work - curriculum, pedagogy, assessment and a moral
dimension of teaching. Norms uncovered include caring,
community, and collaboration, and the central role of

reflection in this research effort. My initial question of
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how to improve my practice or be better at what I am doing
as it is tied to quality of education in my classroom,
became a matter of understanding better those four aspects
with caring, collaboration, community and reflection as

the connective tissue.

The description I have given of my teaching is not an
end in itself. ... "[I]Jt is a precursor to uncovering the
broader principles that are informing (consciously and
otherwise) [my] classroom action" (Smyth, p. 297). I am
seeking to develop "defensible practical principles” SO
that I may move "beyond intellectualizing the issues to
concrete action for change"™ (p. 298). By taking a teacher
as researcher stance, my practice has changed in ways that I
believe improve the quality of education for students. By

being reflective, critical, and by working collaboratively

with others, I can take the power to decide what
educational aims should be and how schools should be
operated. I have become clearer about my philosophy of
education.

"What is going on? What am I trying to accomplish
here?" are the initial questions that led to an increased
understanding of teaching that have led me closer to being
able to say, "This is good practice." I recognize that I
have been seeking what is good practice the essence of which

is dialogic in nature.
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As I look back on the classroom stories, I see they
represent a way for me to make a connection between
beliefs, purpose, and thevway I act as a teacher. All of
this can be understood in relationship to colleagues,
students, and parents. The conceptual 1link for all my
teacher work is the understandings about relationships
with people that I have derived from such stories, about
the ways in which I learned to organize curriculum to
understand students, their parents, colleagues, and
activities. Caring, collaboration, community, and
reflection represent touchstones of my way of knowing and
acting; I organize curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and am

mindful of the ethical ideal , in light of these norms.

The words of Hlebowitsh (1990) remind me of my own
experience that is part of my stories. Hlebowitsh argues
for an integration of «curriculum and instruction and
reflective consideration of the moral implications of
teaching. When I stood in the chaotic aftermath of that
school day in the prologue to this writing, I knew I needed
to examine what I was teaching and why, and how it could
be done better (p. 156). As I embarked upon a deliberate,
purposeful journey as teacher as researcher, school work
became even messier. Curriculum knowledge involves a
justification of aims, a development of teaching and
learning strategies and content that puts all members of the

learning community in tune with the subject matter and the
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values and aims of society. Curriculum knowledge develops
through reflective consideration of the moral and
pedagogical‘ implications of teaching. I learned how
incredibly complex all of this is and have decided that
although the tensions are many, the effort is worthy because

the reward of the learning is worthwhile.

School is also less messy. The norms of caring,
community, and collaboration are clearer to me,- and are now
part of the language I use to describe what it means to me

to be a teacher.

Caring

At some point along this journey I learned that good
teaching is caring. Establishing a humane relationship with
students and their parents is the basis of understandings
with them, about them, their goals, and how I can facilitate
their learning. There are times when I feel I have learned
more from students and parents than they could possibly
learn from me. But then I smile to myself and think of the
word "“transactional". When I reflect upon these stories
above that show the importance of a caring relationship in
the social organization of the classroom, I am reminded of
the words of Noddings (1984) when she speaks of the "means
of nurturing the ethical ideal" (p. 184). Finding and

putting into practice the means and more fully understanding
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the means of nurturing the ethical ideal began for me the
day I decided to set about exploring cooperative learning
theory and what that could possibly mean in the lives of my

students.

Then, I was motivated by the claim that student marks
would be higher on tests if students could learn to work
productively and cooperatively in their studies. My goal
was to increase test scores. If I could improve marks on
tests that would mean I was a good teacher and the quality
of education in the classroom would improve. I assumed
students and parents and my principal would be happy about
my decision, if I could replicate these astonishing clains.
Then, I was also motivated by the observation that students
really didn't exhibit much cooperative behaviour. I valued
harmony and wanted to see if deliberate, conscious effort on
my part could create that value in students. I was still
thinking that this learning could be transmitted; it was
something I had to "do™ to someone else. In the
transactional process that unfolded, I learned much more

than I expected.

One of the things I learned is that good teaching is
grounded in caring. Deliberately and purposefully setting
about to improve the quality of the relationships between
members in the class brought ne closer to an understanding

of the students. I came to understand them as human beings,
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with separate wishes, fears, curiosities about the world,
that I had never imagined, and I <continue to be intrigued
by their ways of thinking. How much conversation is needed,
over and over, to help them with big ideas such as truth,
and honesty, and fairness never ceases to amaze me. 1 was
teaching for about ten years before T began to see this more
clearly as a "responsiveness" and "receptiveness" as I now

use the language from Nel Noddings (p.2).

I also learned to ask a lot more questions. I used to
assume I knew what a student was thinking, fearing,
wondering about. Now when I want to know something about
what 1s going on in the classroom, I ask. It's quite a
simple practice even though the responses usually aren't.
However, when I find that questions such as "what's going on
here? what am I accomplishing?" popping into my mind, I ask
those around me about how they perceive that. The skill of
group processing, derived from the cooperative learning
story from the classroom, is a reflective action that
makes public for the consideration of others, the work of
the group that day, at that time. Students are expected to

discuss what went well, what the group could improve on for

next time, and come back to these goals. Then one student
reports to the class as we all listen. We talk in the
classroom about their learning in other forms; other

process logs, their reading-writing-response journals, in

their self-evaluations before and after a test, in letters
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to parents. I need to see their faces, hear their words,
and "receive what they are feeling" (p.3) about their work

to facilitate next steps.

I observed that good teaching as caring plays out in
the affective responses in the classroom. I noticed this
when I taught about learning styles. I wanted to find a
way to give students information about some educational
research on how we learn. This information intrigued them
as I hoped it would. As we learned about learning styles in
my classroom, I facilitated opportunities in social studies
projects for students to <choose from a variety of
activities that would help them learn more about their
preferences and judgments. I worked with my class about
learning styles after much talk with colleagues and was
encouraged by the responsiveness of the students when they
started to learn that there were a variety of styles.
Students learned to study in different ways. What intrigued
them was that there was in fact a variety of ways to study -
not just one way. One group of kids got together to make
flashcards to help them study for the tests. Just because

they needed flashcards in their review to help retain

information they were released from the label of "dumb".

There was a myth in the group that because one group of
students needed visual pictures to help them understand,
rather than just facts from a written page, that they were

"dumb". One group, the students who needed to talk, just
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wanted to discuss what they had learned =-- they questioned
each other from their notes. Another group designed a game
to be played with the facts. Two students in the group

wanted to rewrite their notes.

I care that students have information that makes a
difference to them in their lives. Student responses, their
interest, and even their relief in some cases, showed me
that sharing information about how we learn is important.
It validates choices and values those choices as a "real”
part of the work. I was fascinated when students saw
learning style information as important to their "work". A
different group of students at a different time did not see
that learning the roles of encourager or materials person
was a "real" part of their work. Both groups learned to
work somewhat differently, however. If the result of this
exchange of information about learning styles or cooperative
roles 1s increased tolerance and understanding among us,
then the decision I have made to teach about "differences"
becomes a means of nurturing the ethical ideal that

Noddings writes about.

I learned that relationships in the classroom improve
when I teach this way. Sharing information about learning
styles, teaching about cooperative roles, exchanging our
ideas about assessment, establishing criteria for what makes

an excellent piece of work, involving students and parents
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in goal-setting and the follow-through; all this leads to
knowing students well and enriches the relationship. Recall
the story of Donny, the isolate. Once I understood clearly
that I was also treating him as though he was not really in
the «class, our relationship improved and I know other
students started to see him differently. How the teacher

acts is crucial.

In some ways, I learned that I was also cared for.
Throughout my experience with the teacher research group in
the division, I was learning that teacher work is valued as
unique and important to educational dialogue. The
superintendents' team, the School Board, other teachers,
many authors cited in this reference list, value thoughtful
research that admits to being on-going and incomplete. I
was given the freedom, the opportunity, the time, and the
moral support to explore my own learning and make
connections with that learning to students - with the
expressed purpose of improving the quality of education for
students. How could that goal be accomplished without
involving myself in conversation with other teachers, the
students, or indeed, their parents? At our research
meeting, we talked about how things were changing for us in
the classroom. The day that someone in the group said that
"the rules had changed", we were encouraged to talk about
this with the students with an eye to increasing their

involvement with the learning. It was a way to involve
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them, to allow them to take more responsibility for the
classroom interaction in a conscious way. It was a way of

"letting go" (Newman, 1991, p. 228).

If I felt cared for when I shared my work, would this
also be valuable for students to learn that their work is
valued, that they are cared for in a similar way? I'm in
the midst of an attempt to do this. In the classroom, I
make many efforts to involve students in conversation and
reflection about their work as students. I have been
encouraged to respect my own work and that of other teachers
and believe that the next logical piece is to encourage
students to respect their own work. In my classroom
stories, we learn to write evaluative and reflective
statements and to set goals together and individually. I
give reflective language and monitor how students use it and
indeed if they are learning how to use it. Self-evaluation
and goal setting are a part of daily life in the classroom
because of the drive to integrate assessment and instruction
in the examples given in the above stories. Goals afe
jointly arrived at through teacher reflection on the
accomplishments of the individual, through individual
reflection on what was accomplished, how, and what each
person wants to do to improve. Parents are also a part of

this conversation during student-led discussions.
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We discuss and write down what makes a piece of work
of the highest standard. We use the rubrics in a variety of
ways outlined in>the stories to show how these standards of
excellence are used throughout the process, to help students
inform their work as it is unfolding, not just at the end.
The criteria are set during a class discussion, are typed,

copied, and given to each student to help them with the

process of whatever task the rubric represents. There are
no surprises for students when there is a "final"
evaluation. Students can articulate what they did or did

not accomplish according to what we set for ourselves at the
outset. Students can also extend the dialogue to take into
consideration other 1learning factors that arose in the

meantime that we had not predicted.

During one evaluation, the students told me that one
problem with this work was that they did not have time to
present or listen to all the projects before the two-week
winter holiday before Christmas. Something else came up for
study in class and resuming presentations in February did
not make sense. Students decided to make sure next time
that all work was presented during a two day period,
starting on a Wednesday, and Thursday, and having Friday as
an extra day, for time, just in case something unforeseen
arose. Students saw this as a fairness issue . We had not
considered "time" as part of the criteria on our rﬁbric. To

me, this shows the power of student voice, the important
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ideas that surface when students are encouraged to reflect,
evaluate, and articulate the process. Students assume more
responsiblity when they make some of the decisions and they

know they are listened to.

The technique of peer critique was used so that we were
able to talk about ratings and numbers and comments and
learn new language that was helpful, not hurtful. It is a
way to provide student input, to give students the
opportunity to talk about student work, to teach language
necessary 1in order to do that well. Usually students
present projects and the teacher evaluates. It is not
always necessary for only the teacher to plan, reflect,
write, and respond. Students need these opportunities
because these are life-skills; making judgments based on
criteria, thinking deeply about criteria and working with
those criteria, justifying decisions. This practice
encourages self-confidence. Peer critique enables us to
talk about many issues students think of that I hadn't
predicted. When comments like, "She gave me a 2 just
because I gave her a 2 even though my project was better"
enabled us to explore feelings and new language and much

larger ideas such as "subjectivity™ and "“objectivity".

Caring involves increasing the student voice. When
students started to group process during the cooperative

learning lessons, they worked together, they reported to the
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class as a whole, they kept track of progress, and Julie,
bless her heart, used this as a goal-setting and
organizational tool for future work. She recognized this
tool and led the class to make this connection with the
charts as well. Julie also deliberately took her blue
Social Studies binder off the shelf and shared it with her
mother in an assertive and articulate manner that
overwhelmed me and completely confused her mother. This was
the first "real" student-led discussion that I witnessed and
had inadvertently engineered. As time went on, for me this
meant that students had more choice over selections for
their portfolios and increased opportunities to discuss
their selections. The stories graphically show what went on
during peer presentations, student-led discussions,
increased conference time with the teacher, all of which

added to the practice of the practice.

Caring means authentic involvement with parents.
Increasing parent voice means that parents, students and
teachers have more opportunity to talk about skills and
goals, study habits, and resources. When the staff decided
to look at portfolio collections as alternative éssessment
practice, we knew that arranging more time to talk with
parents was important. We knew that asking parents for
feedback to questions and surveys would help us with the
communication process. Enabling parents to help in the

goal-setting with student and teacher increased their



150

involvement with the process of developing student

portfolios and assessing student interests and abilities.

In our school we have many families who do not speak
English as their first language so were aware that
communication was not going to be simple. We hoped that
with student-led discussions focussing on the portfolio that
school talk would happen in a variety of languages. That
happened Qery naturally. We were there to help with any
clarification that was needed. We often see siblings at the
discussions, the older ones often involved in translating.
In our school there are many parents who work shift-work and
often both parents work, but there is a high percentage of

parents who attend student-led discussions.

We have asked parents to fill out surveys. We struggle
with the wording on these questionnaires to keep them free
from jargon and acadenic language to encourage
participation. Often the students and parents discuss the
guestions, talk in their own language, and then the student
writes the parent response. One mom said she was not very
good with English, so if I didn't mind, she wanted her
daughter to write for her. The parents contribute valuable
insights. As a school we have used parent comments to inform
and to <change our practice. One comment was repeated

throughout, for example, that the portfolio discussion took

a long time. Parents did not begrudge the time spent with
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their children, comments were positive about the quality of
the time. Teachers and students are well aware of the time
required to teach and learn reflective practice. I have
thought hard on that and have managed to rearrange the
portfolio itself, encourage fewer and more indepth student
reflections on work samples, and made curriculum summaries

shorter.

Increasing parent voice also means that we are going to
hear things that are critical of our practice. As the
teacher, I have felt like a target instead of a partner at
times. As I reflect on the first student-led discussions
where I had not included a lengthy growth commentary, I feel
like a target. Parents were impatient with a change in
format, frustrated because they were in a room full of other
parents and students and could not talk freely. The mopping
up I felt I had to do after exposing myself in that
situation took months of more talk and meetings with
parents, students, and the principal. As a teacher I was
taking risks and struggling to meet the challenges of the
decisions I had made. This was not for the faint-hearted.
At one point with a group of difficult parents, I felt I was
running out of words. I was not meeting the parent needs

and did not know how to do that.

I continue to learn about authentic involvement with

parents and struggle with how to share that meaning with
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them while involving them. Do parents see the student-led
discussion, student self-evaluation, reflection on
accomplishments and goals, goal-setting, as an effort to
bring them closer to what goes on for their child and his or
her school day? Do parents understand this to be an
improved relationship with the <¢hild, the teacher, the
school, and the child's learning? How do I show respect
for the learning of the parents in this process of
attempting to increase their involvement with classroom
activities? Certainly, my learning with this issue is on-
going and incomplete. I also believe that through continued
examination of the practices we have created in our school,
this aspect of school may become less messy. I have learned
that caring invokes respect for the learner. Parents,
teacher, and students are learners in this dynamic, some
probably more consciously involved than others, although I
take the liberty of naming all people in this relationship

as learners.

Caring means it is not the worst thing that could
happen if one failed. 1 encourage students to think about
what they could then do, to fix the problem. I respect
students by knowing that they can experiment and fail and
reflect and try again and learn to succeed. I have felt it
safe to do so. I respect students by being patient with
their learning and knowing that learning is-not always easy

and that it takes time. From my perspective, students who
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are able to present their portfolios and talk about their
work with a receiving teacher or a parent or any other
audience they so choose, that audience would be confronted
with work samples and self-evaluations as well as teacher
evaluations from different times of the year. This would be
an informative demonstration of learning. Much more
informative and personal and respectful of the learning that
had gone on than simply a list of marks, or a set of
averages, or a rating scale that compares one person to

another.

Caring also means providing the time for learning to
develop. I have learned that learners need time and
patience and practice. Teaching about how to get along is
arduous; learning those skills is even more so.
Interpersonal skills need time to develop and unrelenting
care because they are the building blocks of caring
relationships - student and adult. Amy could not say the
encourager words, even after lots of group practice.
Dividing up the tasks in the cooperative group was not
always fair - especially the time Kenny wanted to color the
maps when everyone else wanted to do some map work too, and
he refused to do anything else. I never did give group
marks on the projects because the students were raising too
mahy issues that didn't seem to fit any model. We had

individual quiz marks which showed that students who put in
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the effort achieved higher marks on the quiz. The marks

were directly related to effort, not intelligence.

This caring relationship means that I step back more
and allow student to experience a disequilibrium that
accompanies all new learning. I am not as quick to change
the task, intervene in other ways, to rescue. When students
got noisy and restless during a task, I used to change the
task. Now I observe more and circulate among the students
to see what they are accomplishing and listen to what
exactly it is that is making the noise. Usually, it is just
louder voices and not disruptive comments. Students who are
off task get more of my personal attention than students who
do not need a teacher's intervention at that time. When I
reviewed the tapes for the social studies project on the
Maritimes, for example, I was struck by how cooperatively
the kids were working. Before I 1listened to the audio
tapes, all I was worried about was how much noise there was
around me. I learned to look beneath the surface of the

classroom tone and tempo.

Students learn from practice with leading. Students
can lead: they can negotiate high standards of work, they
can examine their work and decide what needs to be better
and how they can go about accomplishing that. They are
developing confidence and skill withv language to speak

clearly about their work. Students learn about cooperating
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by have interdependent as well as independent work to do.
Besides cooperative learning strategies, many teaching
strategies are revealed in the stories that enable the

learning process.

Caring means that the learning is negotiated. This is
a way of letting go. Students have skills to learn and
develop through a wide range of curriculum activities and
student choice is an important component iﬁ that range. A
variety of perspectives is honoured as is learning style,
interest, and ability. In independent study projects,
students set themselves a problem and then journey to
investigate what solutions there are. There is no rush to
supply answers before one finds out what the question can
lead to. When students have an interest in what they would
like to learn more about, sometimes they end up questioning
what exactly it was that they first set out to discover.
Usually an investigator finds out there is something else

she needed to find out about, something unpredicted.

Caring means that the risk is worth it. We cared
enough about assessment and communication about learning
with students and parents to take personal risks with our
own learning and to have that risk-taking open to
discussion, and at times, heated debate. We were a group of
teachers who, for my part, hardly knew each other yet were

drawn together with enough commonalities that focussed us on
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what we wanted to do that made things better for kids.
There was and still is a commitment and a choice. The
commonalities have been established and we are genuinely
interested in what each one is doing, where the research and
learning is going , what seems to be new on the agendas.
"The commitment is to cared-fors and to our own continual
receptivity, and each choice tends to maintain, enhance, or
diminish us as ones-caring."” (p.175). The point of teaching
is student learning and the manner in which we teach
(Fenstermacher, 1992) reflects our moral knowledge and

behaviour.

A common thread through the above discussion is that of
collaboration, being together to improve the quality of the
educational experience for kids. The norm of collaboration
is another connective tissue that - helps sustain the

conversations.

Collaboration

The more I became involved with others and their
conversations about teaching and learning, the more I became
convinced that good teaching is collaborative at crucial
points along the way. For me this means that within an
educational community committed to the construction of what
it means to improve the quality of education for students,

we need to be in touch with others in order to do that.
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This notion is in danger of oversimplification again;
however, let me simply say that because of collaborative
efforts in a particular intellectual climate and
environment, I was able to connect some ideas and
experiences, construct meaning for myself, about myself, and

about teaching.

The first critical incident was collaborative in
nature. This began with the investigative stance introduced
to me my Joanne, seven years ago. It was fortuitous that I
developed relationships with other teachers who supported
this direction. Many voices resound from the literature as
well. For me, the work of Stenhouse offered a new image of
schooling and there was an opportunity for me to explore
that with a group of individuals in whom trust was placed.
Trust and openness is at risk when teachers talk about their
ideas and frustrations. Teachers are supposed to know
everything, aren't they? Teacher as researcher is not
concerned with this 'expert'® thinking. There is a vision of
individual teacher growth connected to curriculum and
professionalism focussing on the notion of re-search as
educative and developmental as well as important to the

wider world of schoolpeople.

I experienced an independence and an interdependence in
collaborative efforts. The collaborative part was the

exploration of notions with a group of teacher researchers,
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working with these ideas in the classroom, writing about my
personal experience with these ideas and classroom events,
and then talking to colleagques. Writing for a wider
audience 1is also an important part of the opening up of
teacher work for dialogue. The independent part 1is the
personal cultivation of some of those ideas that I shape
into connections with ideas that help to develop my learning
and understandings. An enabling climate allowed for this.
There is a respect for teachers as learners. Some guiding

words for me are:

Good teachers are necessarily autonomous
in professional judgment. They do not
need to be told what to do. They are
not professionally the dependents of
researchers or superintendents or
innovators or supervisors. This does
not mean that they do not welcome access
to ideas created by other people at
other places or in other times. But
they do know what ideas and people are
not of much real use until they are
digested to the point where they are
subject to the teacher's own Jjudgment.
.o [Flor only teachers are in the
position to create good teaching
(Stenhouse, in Hopkins, 1985, p. 69).

To me the words of Stenhouse reveal a powerful respect
for teachers as learners, as autonomous and independent,
all the while respecting the collaboration that is necessary
along the Jjourney towards increased understandings abéut
teaching. The notion that teachers are capable of making
Linformed decisions partnered with the idea that teachers

welcome ideas created by others is a powerful image for me.
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This notion has been very important in my learning. First
it validates the respect I feel I warrant for being capable
and intelligent and then it validates a second important
idea that in order to do my work I need to work in concert
with others. I think I needed to learn to be autonomous
before I could learn to be part of a collaborative effort

and I needed the collaboration in order to be independent.

I visualized this at first as my stepping out of the
photograph of the students of a classroom picture. The
classroom photograph had an empty space at times; the
outline of that empty space was my outline. Then I stepped
back in to the photograph. The stepping out may be the time
when I need to digest a new idea to make it subject to my
own judgment. When I step back in to the picture I see it
as an indication that I have learned something, I have
changed, I am ready to explore collaboratively this idea
again. I have changed because of the ideas generated from
the group; notions that have struck me from what students

have said.

It is a lot of fun to extend this classroomn
photograph to see students opting in and out at times. If I
allow myself the freedom to step back or step out, do I also
allow respect for the other learners to take the same
freedom? The picture could as easily be a photograph of a

teacher as researcher group, a student-led discussion, a
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staff meeting, a university class, a team meeting with those
teachers with whom I closely work, my family. 0Of course,
learners need to step in and out at different points along
the journey. Stenhouse speaks to me in a way that
validates my own autonomy and judgment concerning my
stepping in and out, respects the time and space others need
to learn and do their own stepping in and out, and also
binds me to the social construction of the meaning that

enables that autonomy.

An important piece of this stepping in and out of
the picture is the concept of reflection. Because of my
work with other teachers as researchers, because of
collaborative as well as individual effort, I have developed
a commitment to knowledge and understanding with an
emphasis on the process of reflection (Schgn, 1983,1987).
There 1is a wide—-awakeness that is needed; a careful
consideration between thoughts and action, a stepping in and
out of the photograph, if you will. Now I see schools as
centres of inquiry and the locus of teacher research is what
happens in the classroom so that students learn. When there
is an aspect of practice that appears problematic, a
questions arises instead of a headlong rush to "fix"™ the

problemn.

A collaborative effort 1is expended during our team

meetings at school to organize learning for a thematic unit.
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Teachers bring a variety of perspectives on what the theme
means, we look at our students and make decisions about what
might work, we collect resoﬁrces both inside and outside the
school. We involve students in preliminary discussions to
see where the areas of interest lie. We attempt to involve
parents as resources. We combine classes of students so
that they are working and playing with students in other age
groups. I learn much from this experience. I learn about
friendship and professionalism. I learn that others have
unique approaches to problems and I am less stuck in my own
thinking. I am more willing to try something new because if
I fail I have friends around me who care. There is no such

thing as the "f" word, fail, because I have learned that I

always learn something worthwhile. All this is the easy
part. The hard part 1is developing and nurturing the
relationships among people. Being clear about what we are

doing and why, being purposeful and deliberate, being

mindful of ethical ideals, is an artistic balancing act.

Fenstermacher (1990) advocates dialogue in the
classroom that draws attention to what we are doing and why.
This allows students to see and understand educational
intentions upon which we reflect jointly. As a teacher, I
give knowledge by sharing it. When I first wondered if
teaching cooperative learning skills to students would
improve the relationships in the c¢lassroom, or when I

wondered about how I could demonstrate a different way to
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assess learning because now I was teaching differently, I
was setting the stage for an examination of practice that
involved the students, parents and children, other teachers,
other educational researchers. Fenstermacher also believes
that we must know the learner well, and that in the
practising and failing and practising again, by expending
effort, there is a reciprocity of effort and a commitment
to the responsibility to learn (p. 137). When he speaks of
reciprocity I read collaboration and from fhis I see
connectedness and commonality on a larger scale which I call

community.

Community

Community is another part of my language that extends
the notion of belonging. Not "belonging™ in such a way that
individual thinking is overtaken by a mentality of "group
think™; that would be destructive in its ignoring of the
individual creativity so importént to the dynamic. But in
the sense that there are ones caring and those being cared-
for in a reciprocal relationship. This attempt to define
this notion is in danger again of oversimplification;
however, the descriptions from the stories may add to the

clarity of the notion.
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Collaborating represents connectedness and
commonalities in a community of learners. The community may
represent the classroom, the school, the school division as
groups of schools, including the multicultural
neighbourhoods of which we are a part. As teachers we
cannot ignore that we are also a part of the political and
social dynamic of this city and province with its traditions
and ways of thinking. Locally, I have more control over
decisions and I will begin by descfibing the small community

of which I am a part.

We become learners bound together in certain ways. My

goal as a teacher is to facilitate students' understanding

of their connectedness to their own learning. And I have
narrative experience to guide me. Sergiovanni (1994)
extends this idea and speaks of school as community; it

provides a sense of belonging (p.67) and ties teachers and
students in a special relationship to something bigger than
themselves. This "something bigger" is shared values, and
a higher sense of self-understanding and commitment to these
values. A sense of belonging is what is good for kids, a
precursor to self-esteem. He speaks of teaching as
stewardship: " .. loving students not only helps them learn,
but it is a good thing to do (p. 102). He speaks of care
(p. 91) and relationships (p.102): curriculum and pedagogy
reflect collaborative inquiry, some aspects of which are

student initiated. Sergiovanni focuses on values and urges
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schoolpeople to select practice that 1is consistent with
those values. When I explore values with my students I ask
them what their goals are and indeed we discuss student

goals with their parents.

What do students value? Students write about working
hard, doing their assignments, listening to the teacher,
following reasonable directions. There is more resistance
to planning. There is also some resistance to the idea of
reflecting on their work, although most students seem to be
able to do this very well. Students have a great degree of
self knowledge when it comes to their school work. They
value fairness. They value the opportunity to speak their
own opinions. They need to feel listened to. They want to
be treated as individuals and they want to work with their
friends. It seems to me that in Middle School, students
have a lot of difficulty making connections between their
school work and their 1lives outside of school. By
observation, Middle School students have one large concern
and that is relationships. They have insatiable curiosities
about many topics. Relationships: is that not what I have
been talking about all this time? For me at this point
there seems to be a gap between my aspirations and practice;
making their work, curriculum decisions, relevant. And
just when I thought things were clearer, ideas get muddied

again.
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How is community fostered? It is valued, how then can
it be realized? We need an opportunity to explore what in
fact the connectedness and commonalities mean to us as
individuals and the implications of the individual meanings
on the workings of the group. Does collaborating with
students gives them support and courage through a process
that has many challenges? Collaborating with a group of
teachers has certainly given me the support and courage I
have needed throughout a process that has many challenges.
It has allowed me to see, through the give and take of
dialogue, that there are choices to be made and that I can
make them. This needs to be made as real in the
relationship between student and teacher and parent as it is

between teacher and teacher.

The strategy of independent study gives students
control over what they want to find answers to. Involving
students in the decisions about learning during the teaching
of thematic units provides an opportunity for decision-
making, creativity, individuality, cooperative work, and
emphasis on planning and reflection. Students have told me
each each that the best part about their school work is this
type of work because they get to decide what they want to
do. It always involves making contact outside of school
based on their interests. They hardly expect such out of
school experiences to be possible. Conferencing, co-

teaching, and arranging large blocks of time, is a large
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part of the management of these student tasks and 1is
accomplished because student choice and student voice is

valued. I believe it gives them a sense of belonging.

I have been an active member of several teacher groups
who held a view of educating as inquiry and have received
support for teacher work through the groups. The school
division organized a fledgling action research group of
teachers who were interested in investigating their own
practice and committed to mutual support. I have been a
member of a teacher group investigating the Teachers'
Association interim policy on teacher evaluation by
interviewing teachers over time, interpreting data on their
changing views of practice, writing about what all this
means for teaching, and presenting the findings to an
international group of educators. I have been a Teacher
Team Leader in our Division and encouraged teacher
initiatives, and organized critical dialogue opportunities
in school that centred on issues specific to our school.
We are co-teachers in our school. Having a learning buddy
is a wonderful experience and we have teacher talk-time as
part of our weekly schedules. We research and discuss
educational issues as part of our grade group meetings that
happen weekly. We have a grant for our school which
provides the money to hire substitute teachers that allows
time for teachers to work in small groups to research our

progress with alternative assessment, teaching strategies,
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parental involvement. I see this as an effort to uncover

cur connectedness by values.

The leadership in the school division has enabled these
collaborative conditions which in my experience are so
necessary for the improvement of relationships between
teachers and therefore teaching. Graduate student
experience and relationships with University people has
enriched and enabled my learning and made me aware of my
changing view of teaching. At the moment the University of
Manitoba and a <collective of interested teachers in
secondary and middle schools are meeting with pre-service
teachers to invite them into a wider conversation to enhance

the perspective on the work of schools.

Community lends itself to the ideas of a central focus,
or at least some focus. Each of these groups about which I
have just written are research groups. We are investigating
something we find problematic in our practice with a view to
improving that practice. Participation4teaches me valuable
lessons about trust and caring and also about group dynamics
and a healthy sense of self-worth. The consciousness of
which becomes part of my attitude and approach to people and
hopefully into the classroom curriculum. The assumption of
the healthy sense of self-worth became the single motivating
force behind what cooperative learning theory was beginning

to mean for me. This is important for all learning because
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learning 1is risky. Issues of trust and collegiality ,
restructuring leadership roles, power, and networking are
on-going and provide the challenges in collaborative work.
Community becomes an over-arching idea with caring and

collaboration as important pieces.

Community efforts involve reflection in and on the
action in any larger scale reform effort. Kemmis (1987)
reiterates this connectedness when introducing the notion of
critical theory to action research which is to " ... adopt a
dialectical perspective" ... "that schools can only be
reformed by reforming the practices that constitute it" (p.
82) . Kemmis speaks of emancipation through critique,
collaborative action research, a democratic ideal achieved
through dialogue, theorems and action. Coulter (1992)
refers to Kemmis's interpretation of action research, the
relationship between theory and practice, as a "double
dialectic" involving thought and action, individual and
society. Winter (1987, cited in Coulter, 1992, p. 10)
speaks of reflexivity, self-critical reflection in
narrative, that in its thick description establishes grounds
for theory, a theory which grounds its validity in
experience. The story teller becomes her own critic and is
charged with identifying the contradictions in the dialectic
of action and research. "[E]ducation 1is a nornative
concept" (Coulter, p. 22) and action research is not only a

technology but is purposeful action with moral and ethical
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constraints involved. The dialectic is never fully resolved
(Briskin, 1989). When educators approach their work with
these understandings, teaching has a tendency to become less
messy, at least for moments. If there are common values,
their identification and reference helps «clarity when
teaching becomes messy again. Articulation and clearness of

values helps me to make even the smallest decision.

Collaborating in the ways mentioned  has " been
energizing. That 1is not to say that relationships with
people have always been harmonious or based on mutual
understanding, nor at all times respect. Sometimes the
energy 1is destructive rather than constructive when
relationships and language get confused. Working together
has been met with an openness as well as varying amounts
of temporary or longer term misunderstandings, fear, risks,
and changes that get in the way of clear understandings.
The effort to establish a common language itself is
difficult. What is meant by "reflection in and on the
action", or "student voice" or "collegiality"? Indeed,
what is meant by "improving" the quality of education for
children? It seems to me that the efforts to arrive at
commonalities of understanding are what creates community.
It also seems to mean that there needs to be a resistance to
a type of group thinking that would exclude challenges and
stifle actions. It is the tensions and conflicts that make

the dynamic.
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It is the dynamic that supports learning when there is
a purposeful effort towards goals. That is not to say that
learning is always easy. However, collective action and a
collaborative spirit can be a positive force in that it
breaks down isolation and opens discussion to enable
learning. The effort our entire staff has invested in
portfolios as a tool for student assessment is an example of
collective action toward at least a few common goals. We
are free to experiment, reflect on that, share, begin again.
We are also supported by the adminstration to do this.
Linda Briskin's feminism (1989) describes a sense of
belonging that frees the individual. This reminds me of
what Stenhouse has meant to me. I have worked with groups
of learners in ways that have both enhanced interdependence
and independence. Participation in the group effort has
allowed me to see myself as an agent of change. First of
all I have learned to be an agent of change of my own
behaviour; then it may be pdSsible to be able to teach that,
once I have learned it myself. "To learn to be human is to
develop through the give and take of communication an
effective sense of being an individually distinctive member
of the community"” (Dewey, 1957 [1927], p. 154, as cited in
Webb and Sherman, 1989, p. 25). "One can be individoally
distinctive only as a member of a group. The aim is not to
free individuals from society but 'to create freedom in

society" (Webb & Sherman, p. 25). Sergiovanni (1994)
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describes belonging as crucial to finding meaning,

significance and strengthening one's own personal identity

(p. 67).

Osborne (1991) describes pedagogy as political
practice and describes education as acting. I see a link
with what he writes and his classroom practice and then to
nine. To me, Osborne talks about morality when he talks of
civics education, and 6ommunity when he speaks of the
teaching about citizenship: discipline and classroom
management practice strategies reflect a central view of
values. When we choose to teach fairness, tolerance,

cooperation, whose values are these and how do we act

because of them? Qurs of course, carefully considered,
chosen, and acted upon - overtly discussed with the other
nembers of the classroom community. Nor are we neutral in
another sense. "... [S]chool is not simply a building or
an organizational convenience... it teaches in its own
right... T[and we] cannot afford to ignore its political
content" (p.24). To me, political means that which relates

to the community.

Briskin's (1989) feminism describes pedagogy as
political practice and describes education as acting as
well. Her practice involves a sharing of power in the
classroom. She includes the notions of collaboration and

community in her writing. There is a link between practice
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and curricula with an emphasis on process. Briskin
advocates that an aspect of curriculum is that we teach
about power. We don't just assume power as teacher, or

adult, or expert; we teach explicitly about power.

Osborne extends this when he speaks about teaching
about citizenship; we expect students to be critical and to
challenge, we show them their agency outside the classroom
when we teach about democracy in social studies lessons.
When classrooms are viewed as centres of inquiry, rather

than places to transmit information, we design inquiry with

such questions as "do we need law?" (Osborne, p. 11} or
"what can we do about sexism, racism?" (Briskin, 1989, p.
14). We are teaching about relationships as we attempt to

nurture them.

Both of these educators, and many more cited in the
reference list, advocate an active, cooperative and
collective effort to arrive at shared understandings of
problems and relationships amonst people. Both of these
writers write about their work as teachers in an integrative
way. I read, listen, talk , and learn. I learn about the
value of a collaborative spirit when I recognize the
enabling conditions for learning that are created for me
because of the opportunity to talk about teaching and
learning.i It seems to me that when we teach directly about

community and the relationships that make up its dynamic, we
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are making a closer connection between student work and real
life. I am closing the gap between aspiration and practice
and that is another aspect of what I believe good teaching

to be.

Reflection

Good teaching is, often enough for me, a long term
project that requires a great deal of reflection both in and
on the practice. There are few quick fixes. For me what is

better, is informed reflective actions.

"The gap between aspiration and
practice is a real and frustrating one
.. [which] can be closed only by
adopting a research development approach
to one's own teaching, whether alone or
in a group of cooperating teachers
(Stenhouse, 1975, p.3).

Teacher as researcher is immersed in a wide variety of
reading to inform my educational theory. The work of Elliot
and Winter (1991, 1987, in Coulter, 1994)) for example,

reveal broad conceptions how we make meaning for ourselves.

There is another level of theory that relates to whole
language and other theoretical perspectives by such writers
as Newman (1990), TWells (19%4), John Mavyher (1990),
Clandinin & Connelly (1988), Duckworth (1986), and Flinders
(1989), who provide a wide variety of readings against a

backdrop of teacher as reflective, active practitioner.
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There is a systematic, investigative role to be played in
the conscious acquiring of evidence in classroom inquiry.
The variety of perspectives encourages teachers to examine
their beliefs about the nature of knowledge, what counts as
learning, roles of schoolpeople, constraints, tensions.
Descriptive writing that emerges as a learning log of these
theorists does much to enhance learning about the

theory/practice relationship.

Feminist and critical pedagogy ( Noddings, 1989),
Gilligan (1982), Weiler (1988) , McNeil {1988}, Newman
(1990) , Giroux and McLaren (1989) have also had their
influence. Moral philosophers such as Noddings (1984),
Goodlad (1990), and Fenstermacher (1986), are also included

in this group.

I began to see different patterns of interaction and
classroom routine when I looked back at my journal writing
and documentation I had saved as artifacts of the teaching
experiences I was learning to keep track of. Writing in a
variety of forms has enabled me to reflect on practice.
When I do this, I see a new way to look at self. There is a
different sense of confidence and authoritiy about knowledge
gained in the «classroom about the particulars of the
interactions of learners. Writing, reflecting, talking to
others " ... has emerged from the dialectic of [my]

experiences as both [practitioner] and [researcher] and from
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[myJunwillingness to privilege one role over the other "

(Cochran-Smith, Lytle, 1993).

A number of feminists advocate reflection as a norm.
Nel Noddings (1986) builds a philosophical argument for an
ethic of caring emphasizing moral attitude rather than moral
reasoning. Carol Gilligan (1982) has a similar agenda.
Kathleen Weiler (1988) is a gqualitative, ethnographic
researcher who analyzes race, gender, and class as a link
between theory and practice. Anti-racism, anti-sexism, and
leadership are taught as strategies for social change.
Cooperative ways of 1learning is a feminist pedagogical
approach that attempts to add the experience to the learning
process. Briskin (1989) also recognizes that change needs
to be systematic. Reflection on this approach to the
teaching and learning experience validates a sense of self
through writing and the narrative experience. Good teaching
has resulted when I look back, reassess, reformulate the

next step.

I have learned to appreciate the rewards of patience
that I learned through reflective practice. The writing
experience over several years had allowed me to reconstruct
experience. It is a vehicle for reflexivity and reflection.
When I became a writer, I could teach about writing because
there was a common ground of experience on which to meet my

students. Qur struggles were similar and we could both
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learn to write better, to be more articulate, to be clear,
and to be perceptive. Donald Graves (1983), Nancie Atwell
{(1987), Lucy Calkins (1986), Frank Smith (1983) were as much
among my beginning teachers as were my students. When I
became a writer I became conscious of writing as a process
and a way to read myself. I couldn't become a writer simply
by reading all the wonderful stories in my experience but I
could learn about writing by deconstructing and
reconstructing that experience by writing. If my intention
was to encourage great writers then I had to behave like
one. I had to do to understand and I had to understand to

teach.

Research methodology (Hopkins, 1975, Patton, 1990)
provides a rationale and a procedure for systematically
studying some aspect of practice that includes reflection.
The Journalling in addition to other forms of writing
recommended in this process has allowed me to separate
emotion and fact, to get a better perceptual grip on matters
not only a better conceptual grip through reflection. I
came to see the framework that Hopkins (1975) talked about
as a way to organize my thinking and my work in such a way
as to make better sense of the actualities of classroom
life. For example, in the cooperative learning story,
activities I ©planned for students became cooperative
learning projects students carried out. Through my own

reflections, this became a closer look at roles and
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relationships among students and between students and
myself. I also developed student reflections. I involved
the students in evaluating their work and mine which had a
positive effect upon the group. I became more conscious of
a variety of teaching strategies and investigated them
purposefully with my journalling as a way to guide me along
the journey. I learned 1in future years to involve the
students consciously in their learning and to write about
what that meants to them. I also learned to‘invite, if not
expect, parents to come along. For improvement Stenhouse

(1975) says:

... we cannot expect to leap for a
solution to the conmplexities of
educational problems: we can only aim to
embark on a line of policy development
which will give promise of a fairly long
process of systematic and thoughtful
improvement. Such developmental style
towards a tradition of curriculum
research focuses on the study of
problems and responses to them rather
than on the invention of ambitious
solutions before the problems have been
properly studied (p. 125)

Learning takes time. Learning about my teaching and
learning to articulate that has been a complex and time-
consuming process made more successful by the reflective
process, writing, and "community-building" efforts. It has
taken about six years for me to arrive at a better

understanding of patience with learning for myself, other
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colleagues, and with children. There are times when
teaching is less messy simply because I have glimpsed how
extremely complex it really is. I am still acutely aware
that mothers and fathers are not even close to being
partners in the discourse and maybe for this to happen we

will need a great upheaval rather than patience and time.

I learned that good teaching is developing a
reflective approach to consideration of curriculum. My
curriculum in the cooperative learning project was the
teaching of social skills such as listening, discussion, and
an understanding of roles and division of labour. While I
was asking groups to reflect on what they had done well and
what they would do differently next time, their assessment
was directed to the product. We looked at the
accomplishment of the social studies - activities and not
consciously to their "cooperative" skills that were being
built. I began to see the "curriculum" as my wmethod and
manner, the moral choice to teach cooperative skills and
values, as much as the study of the geography of the
Maritimes. Without keeping a journal, being able to talk to
other teachers about what I thought was going on in my
classroom during this turbulent learning time for me,
without the opportunity to write about the experience at a
distance of a few years later, I may never have discovered

this connection between teacher purposes and intentions and
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what is traditionally described by provincial curriculum

documents, as curriculum.

Reflecting on curriculum now has come to be defined as
a better conceptual grip on matters being taught. Getting a
better conceptual grip was what drove me that day in the
prologue as I stood in the warm window surveying the chaotic
aftermath of yet another bewildering school day and such
has been affirmedvby Barrow (1984) and Egan (1990). ‘I have
learned there is a lanquage for a concept that is becoming
clearer. For the unruly class that loved to be read to, I
discovered that they needed a central focus, a story about
people just like ﬁhey were to provide some calm and respite
in their lives. For Greg and the many others like him, he
needed to make a closer relationship, a connection at school
to help with the pressures at home. How often it is the
student who is the most unlikable who needs to be liked.
The concept of curriculum is connected to <caring and
collaborative efforts in the way that Hlebowitsh (1990, p.
156) describes as involving a Jjustication of aims and
content that puts the learner in tune with subject matter

and values and aims of society.

Coherent, fully explained concepts are needed and the
implications of these ideas must be spelled out so that this
theory as it developed may be clearly communicated.

Through the process of reflection, individual and
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collective, in the study of problems and our responses to
them in the educational communities of which we are a part,
we have the opportunity and the responsibility to nurture a

developmental style of curriculum research.

If our schools were to be caring and collaborative and
reflected community, we would have to admit that
classroom activity is driven to a great degree by the

beliefs and practice about relationships.

"What I have been emphasizing so far is
the central importance of dialogue in

nurturing the ethical" “e "
[tltraining for receptivity involves
sharing and reflecting aloud. It

involves the kind of close contact that
makes personal history valuable ... A
relationship is required" (Noddings,
p.121-1225.

It seems to me that teacher as researcher opens up
the possibility for teachers to take a closer look at
relationships and school. The entire magnitude of the
teacher as researcher projects is a search for a greater
understanding of our work as teachers and learners. Inquiry
is central. Question-asking is the basis for this search
for meaning so that decisions we make are good for kids,
that we improve the quality of education for the young.

Beliefs and values drive the decision-making. And of

course, what type of decison-making will take place?



181

I have also learned through a caring, collaborative,
community-focussed, reflective process that there are
important questions to be asked and that questions will
probably always drive the investigations. These questions
are now part of the characteristics of my practice. They
are part of an evolving understanding of the four aspects of
teaching I have come to identify and the connective tissue

that binds them.

The questions continue to surface now that I understand
better that educating is inquiry. How best to facilitate
that for kids and parents is somehow connected to how best I
understand that for myself. That continues to be the more
complex part of teacher work. As I look at my day planning
book, I see notes in all margins, reminders for the next
day, arrows to show last minute changes, several colors of
pen and pencil marks. It's a mess! But out of that comes
some order and that I can describe by showing in the
following chapter, what it is I have learned and what 1is
still to explore. The evocative and representational

concept of teacher as researcher will continue to evolve.
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EPILOGUE

Teacher as Learner— A Changing View

In some sense I am back where I started from. I still
have many questions, yet I have a better understanding of
how I go about being and teacher and what that implies. I
have examined how it is I go about teaching through the
research methodology and philosophy of the concept of
teacher as researcher as I have come to understand it. Now
I think of educating as inquiry and am more comfortable with

the incompleteness of teacher work.

Through thoughtful consideration of how I ought to
organize people and activities in my work as a teacher, I am
mindful of the central importance of relationships.
Connected to this notion of relationships are the norms of
caring, collaboration, ccmmunity, reflection, and reflective
practice, that I have uncovered as I looked more closely at
what it was I was teaching, how I went about that, how I
assessed and evaluated that work, as well as the moral

dimensions of that way of working.

Tt was a sinple matter of becoming more wide-awake, in
the words of Maxine Greene (1978). Conscious, deliberate,
purposeful action are the organizing ideas within the

teacher as researcher notion which provided a valuable
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framework for me to look at how I went about being a
teacher. Taking risks no longer 1is accompanied by the
anxiety of failure; I reassess and grow and realize
perfection is often an ideal. The making of commitments to
processes I didn't fully understand and the strength and
willingness to persevere in the search for social meaning
has held risk, but I have learned to ask " What else is

education for?"

I also learned how caring about teacher work is a
powerful constituency in schools and have tried to find ways
to show that caring about their own work can be a powerful
force in the lives of students. The variety of perspectives
gained from collaborative efforts is positively energizing
even if at times it is frustrating and possibly destructive.
Language makes a difference with ideas; thinking about
schools as community rather than institutions conjures a
different set of values, metaphors, and consequently,
different ways of acting. Reflective practice that is
productive in a purposeful way continues to be my goal; it
is a routine I draw on when I need it. I am learning to
become better at reflecting about what I have done and am

more comfortable with its articulation.

Teacher as researcher, characterized by dialectics and
dialogism, has become part of the teaching culture and part

of my  approach to professionalism. Teaching is
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transactional; teaching and learning are part of the
surfacing and working out of divergent views among

participants in the development process. Belief systems and

values are socially constructed (Vygotsky, 1978) and
reconstructed in the midst of cultural diversity. There is
an interdependentce and exchange. There is an effort to
decentralize decision-making and a resistance to

standardization (Toffler, 1980) with the realization that
there is no one best way to approach any teaéhing and
learning; this is a contextual process. Where do issues
such as 1integration and inclusiveness fit? How do
communities value tolerance, understanding, and caring in
our consciousness of gender, race, colour and such
diversity? There are many more questions that I have yet to
explore that both serve as a conclusion for this piece and

the beginnings for future stories.

"What am I trying to accomplish?" becomes a question
for all learners, not just a teacher question. "Is what I
am doing right now help me to accomplish my goal?" "What
arrangements do I have to put in place to get where it is I
want to be?" It seems to me that questions such as these
demystify the educational process and open the process to
conscious question-asking and decision-making. Putting
oneself in the position of asking the questions puts oneself
in control of the possible solutions, or, at the Very least,

responsible for pursuing the learning possibilities.
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What "reform" 1is necessary to meet the challenge of
learning along with the <c¢hild of the next century?
Certainly the transactional nature of caring, collaborating,
negotiating what is to be taught and learned, valuing
relationships, thoughtful, reflective behaviours, are all
descriptors of what I believe will work. I began with an
inquiry, dialogic approach to come to grips with the
messiness of teaching and proceeded to ground my actions in

the norms I uncovered.

Am I trading one kind of alienation for another? Am I
alienating myself in a different way because I am meeting
resistance from others? I am certainly alienated from the
political and economic agendas of the present provincial
government decisions about what I ought to teach, how it is
to be done, how it is to be assessed when I read some of
Renewing Education: New Directions (1994). I am advocating
teacher decision-making and the exercise of that collective
power at a time when teachers feel most vulnerable and

powerless. I have said it before; "There is no going back."

Am I alienating kids because I expect them to think and
act differently? They meet some powerful opposition when
their peers and parents expect them to "measure up" to
external standards. Teaching about social control, not just

controlling, and teaching about power, not just using it, is
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what feminists such as myself would say 1is relevant

curriculum.

How is time and place to be organized? Structures such
as time and timetables sometimes get in the way. How I
decide to organize student and teacher time is influenced by
how I think about my relationships with those people and
what it is we hope to accomplish together and alone. It

requires a clearer view.

To what extent can we remain isolated from each other
as teachers? To the extent that isoclaticon is not what we
value. There has been a breaking down of the isolation by
creating more opportunities to talk about teacher work and
also build relationships as friends and as professionals
when we mneet for team mnmeetings, c¢o-teach, prepare for
Critical Dialogue, involve ourselves in school research
projects about aspects of practice that we identify as

problemétic.

What risks do I take and at what cost? For example,
poorly thought out attempts at reform may cause my own loss
of credibility. Some parents were running out of patience
with the "portfolio system" when in my classroom, they did
not know how to read the portfolio along with their child

and I had not provided much assistance for them to do so.
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At the same time, many parents see the students' development

toward independence and value that. The dilemmas are many.

How do I learn from this way of knowing about teaching?
How do I step in and out of the picture? Reflective
practice forces me to explain for myself what it is I value
and how I want to act. Standing back from my practice as I
demonstrate now, allows me to think and write about what it

is I beliéve.

There is a continuous incompleteness about learning; it
is not static, is often open-ended, and this leads to new

discoveries dispelling "old truths".

As much as I have set for myself new problems to be
investigated at some future time, I alsc find myself in the
classroom at present. I attended a teachers' meeting two
days ago and our goal was to develop our thematic unit in a
more concrete way so that we could begin class discussions
soon. There were moments when I thought of this as a "fit
of collective insanity™ (H.G. Wells, 1in Osborne, 1995).
Then I reminded myself of my status of learner. I was one
learner among a small group of others who had also
marshalled their resources toward a group goal and who were
in conversation about that. Then I though of the kids -
hopefully soon to be engaged with curiosity in relevance and

meaning. I take heart:



What on earth am I really up to here?
Why am I giving these particular lessons
in this particular way? If human
society is anything more than a fit of
collective insanity in the animal
kingdom, what 1s teaching for? (H.G.
Wells, in Osborne, 1995).

188
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