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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was twofold: to cnticdy review the professional 

development literature with respect to literacy education; and, to then hold this review of 

the iiterature up against the experiential perspectives of "insiders"-four primary teachers 

cunently engaged in professionai development studies in iiteracy education. 

This study grew out of my own professional development needs as a primaq 

teacher in Pakistan. In the study I have explored what it means to be a "professional 

teacher". 1 have identïfïed seven conditions necessary for the growth and renewal of 

teachers, who wish to effectively respond to the complex and rapidly changing needs of 

today's students. 

1 interviewed four teachers (two fiom Canada, one h m  China, and one from 

South Korea), who were also M-Ed. students in literacy education, regardhg their 

experïences and "insider" reflections on professional development. 1 represented each of 

these stories using the methodology of narrative inquiry. 

In spite of the ciifferences in their backgrounds, each of these teachers expressed 

similar understandings, beiiefs, concems, and hopes with respect to their own 

professional development in literacy education. There was strong theoretical and moral 

identification with the conditions 1 had identified in the research iiterature. AU four of 

the teachers, however, had little experience with these conditions in practice. Given the 

contradiction between what is advocated in the literature and what was actually 

experienced by the teachers, 1 was left with a series of unanswered questions that 1 offer 

to other teachedresearchers for further study. 
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Chapter One: lntroducing the Study 

Introduction to "Professional" Develo~ment 

Ongoing, worldwide, professional development in the field of Literacy education 

is essential if teachers are to effectively respond to the complex and rapicüy changing 

demands of today's society. 1 am using the term "professionai" deveiopment because I 

understand teachïng to be a professional enterprise. Professional teachers draw upon 

specialized knowledge to perform their duties. In the performance of their duties 

professional teachers hold themselves accountable to the highest possible standard- 

addressing their students' and their own evolving learning needs. To address these 

leaming needs, teachers must themselves be cornmitted to inquiry: an ongoing, lifelong 

leaming joumey. This journey may take an inquiring teacher dong untramrnekd and 

unpredictable paths. 

Ron Brandt (1993) describes the present-day drive for professionalism as 

originating in the mid-1980s, when policy makers identified the teacher as the cntical 

factor in students' leaming: "the quaiity of students depends on the quality of instruction, 

and the quality of instruction depends on their teachers" (p. 234). According to Malcolm 

Knowles (1980), education must be "a Melong process of continuing inquiry .... The most 

important sidi of all for both children and adults is learning how to l e m ;  the skills of 

self-directed inquiry" (p. 41). Not only must professional teachers be iifelong inquiren if 

they are to meet their own and their students' Iearning needs, but they must also be seen 

to be exemplars of active inquiry by their students. 

f 



At the outset of this study, 1 am defining professional literacy teachers as teachers 

who participate in self-directed iiteracy leaming and teaching inquiries leading to 

irnprovements in their practice. Whiie 1 am arguing that teachers must establish their 

own professional inquiry agendas, 1 am not advocating that teachers (or any other 

leamers) l e m  best when they leam alone. Rather, based on my own understanding of 

leaming as a social enterprise and my reading of the literature on professional 

development, 1 wodd anticipate that where schools foster a democratic, professional 

culture, teachers have the potential to grow beyond the expectations they might have set 

for themselves as individuals. In Changing Schools from Within, Roland Barth (1 990) 

stresses that "the professionai growth of teachers is closely related to relationships within 

schools, between teacher and principal, between teacher and teachef (p. 5 1). 

1 also want to acknowledge at the beginning of this study that 1 appreciate that 

teaching and leaming-especiaily in the current, global context-are complex processes. 

Darling-Hammond ( 1993) notes: 

There is a little room in today's society for those who can not manage complexity, 
find and use resources, and continuously leam new technologies, approaches, and 
occupations. In contrast to low skilled work on assembly lines, which was 
designed k m  a h v e  and implemented by means of routine procedures from 
below, tomorrow's work sites will require employees to frame problems, design 
their own tasks, plan, constnict, evaluate outcornes, and cooperate in finding 
novel solutions to problems. Increasing social complexity also demands citizens 
who can understand and evaiuate multidimensional problems and alternatives and 
who can manage even more demanding social systems. (pp, 753-761) 

Darling-Hammond's description points to the ever-changing, complex, and multi-layered 

world in which present-day teachers and their students are situated. In such a context it 

would seem unfathomable that professionai development could take the f o m  of "pre- 



packaged" products or training sessions to be dispensed to teachen who were passive 

recipients. 

The Purmse of this Study 

My first purpose in this study is to cntically anaiyze the professional development 

literature with specific attention to literacy teaching and learning, Having done this, 1 

intend to juxtapose my literature analysis with the experiential stories of four 

international teachers, who are presently engaged in f o d  professional development 

studies (an M. Ed. program) in literacy education. My hope is that this research p m e s s  

will lead me to provisionai answers to questions about how to encourage and support 

professional development in iiteracy education, while at the same time generating new 

questions about the problems and promise of such professional development. 

For the purpose of this study, 1 have narrowed the focus of my research to 

professional development in reading education in the early years of schwling. 1 

appreciate that the interrelationships arnong reading and writing and drawing and spoken 

language in children's literacy development (Harste, Burke, and Woodward, 1984; 

Tierney and Pearson, 1984; Shannon, 1984) may make it diff~cult to separate reading 

from other aspects of literacy. However, given my focus on professional development, 1 

felt it necessary to limit the scope of my discussion of the content of this professional 

development. 

in this study, 1 am specifically interested in teachers' perceptions of their own 

professional development needs with respect to both societal expectations and their own 



assessments of students' present and fiiture literacy needs. 1 am dso interested in 

learning about what enhances or interferes with teachers' professional inquiries in iiteracy 

education. 

Because 1 am a citizen of Pakistan, 1 am also interested in teachers' professional 

development experiences in reading education beyond strictly a Canadian context. 1 wish 

to l e m  about and compare the professional development of two teachea from Manitoba 

with two teachers from different Asian elementary schmi settings- Where it is 

appropnate 1 will aIso include my own teacher story- 

Personal Backaround to this Studv and Literature Review 

"Allah increase m y  knowledge" (Qurao) 
"It is what we thiak we know that prevents us from learning." 

(Claude Bernard) 

1 would like to begin my exploration of professional development by fmt tuming 

inward, to my own experiences as an early years teacher and teacher educator in Pakistan: 

1 taught Lmguage Arts in Kindergarten (3 sections) in a pnvate school at Multan, 

Pakistan for two years. There were 30-35 students in each of my classes. 1 was feeling 

very good about the progress the students were makuig in my Kindergarten: "chiidren's 

garden" (Froebel, 1974). The children were joyfil and energetic, but unaware of the hard 

realities of Me. 1 felt like a gardener-teacher taking care of these students, nuauring their 

growth and helping them in thek experience of literacy-that is, reading, writing, 

4 



Iistening, speaking, drama, and art, etc. As I saw these children enjoying their leaming 

experiences, my enthusiasm as a teacher grew. 

Sady, 1 suddenly had to leave my school. My father passed away, and my family 

members asked me to return to my home city, Bahawalpur, to take over my father's 

business. 1 was hesitant to do this because 1 preferred to be a teacher than a 

businesswoman. But ten days after my fathers' fimeral, 1 went back to Multan to resign 

from my duties. 

1 s a  remember my Iast day at the school-"a fareweil" during the school assembly 

tirne, where students, staff, and the principal prayed together. AU of the children were 

standing in line waiting, with tearful eyes, for their turn to Say goodbye. Tt was so hard for 

me to Say goodbye-"AUah Hafiz." 1 loved them, they loved me, and they were asking 

"why do you have to leave?" 1 told tbem "1 do not want to ..." 

After a year of handling my family business, 1 took another teaching position. 

This time, as a teacher educator in the public sector, 1 taught in the B. A., B. SC., and B. 

Ed. programs at the Governent College for Women, affiliated with Islamia University 

Bahawalpur, Pakistan. The first 3 4  years of my teaching were fiin and exciting- Later, 1 

feIt bored and frustrated because the curriculum and standard exams for my students (not 

uniilce those for early years' cMdren) were the same, year after year. 

As a teacher educator, working with inflexible curriculum and assessments, 1 felt 

cut-off from professional decision-making. 1 was looking for something new in my 

teaching, 1 did not want to be involved in a routine exercise aii of the the .  1 felt as if 1 

were just part of a big machine and I realized that my enthusiasm and self-esteem were 

waning. There was aa obvious conflict between what 1 knew about students' learning in 



theory and the standardized test-taking practices 1 was required to participate in. 1 felt 

tom between my need to build upon my students' interests and learning needs and the 

prescribed, national curriculum guide and standardized exams. As a teacher, I was 

interested in learning more about both the Iiteracy understandings and the literacy 

teaching understandings of m y  own students. 1 knew that some of my teaching colleagues 

shared this interest. 

1 believe that teaching is a pnicess that involves not o d y  practicd application of 

theory, but, as well, problematizing theory and theorking based on reflections on 

practice. In bis article, "Knowing, Doing, and Talkiog: The Oxford Years," Jerome S. 

Bruner ( 1990) has three themes that undergird my own theoretical orientation as a 

teacher. His fmt  theme is constructivism-knowing is doing. For Bruner, leamers are 

constantly exploring and reshaping. They can go beyond the given information. For him, 

knowledge is never ready-made, either by the mind or the world. Knowledge is created. 

Human beings create their own worlds. His second theme is functionaiism-knowing is 

not only doing, it is doing something. Like the great American pragmatists Dewey and 

Mead, Bruner emphasizes that leamers learn because their learning aliows them to 

operate in and on the world. Bruner is interested in not oniy knowing how children l e m  

words (and other aspect of language), but also in how children learn to do things with 

words. He explores the ways in which chîldren treat Ianguage as a problem to be solved, 

and the ways in which they make language their own, instead of just acquiring it. 

Bruner's third theme is the social context of knowledge construction-knowing is doing 

something with someone else. Bniner asserts that "... knowing is not just culture, a 

constmct like table mannea ... but knowledge requires a community, as weil as a mind 



and a world" (pp. 327-342). He argues that while the world "we live in is invented and 

constnicted as symbolic construction, the constructive activities are thernselves actualiy 

universal properties of mind" (pp. 66-68). He suggests that "thinking, believiag, and 

remembering" are not o d y  names that refer to s'knple processes for which we need a 

theory, they are part of the theory and scheme we have constructed to represent human 

action and interaction. Like Bmner, Boyd H. Bode (1 937) also emphasizes the fact that 

"learning and doing are knit together in an organic relationship" (p.78). Bode considers 

literacy education as a form of present living and not merely a preparation for future 

living. 

While my coliege students* experiences with Literacy learning-readùig, 

writing, listening, speaking and criticai thinking-were already weiiestablished before 

they entered the coiiege, 1 felt that they had not learned, when they were children in 

school, how reading and writing might function as inteiiectual, social, and artistic tools 

for enhancing their own self-directed leaming. In my own college classes my students 

were so preoccupied with doing what they had to do to fuIfd extemal curriculum 

expectations and passing final examinations that these other. arguably more important 

literacy potentials, were lost- 

One day, my principal cailed me into her office. She infonned me that there was 

an opportunity for me to study abroad because there were severd scholarships avaiiable 

for teachers who wished to earn Ph.D.3 in British or American literature. She always 

treated me like a younger sister or friend, although this information was offered as sincere 

professional advice. 1 replied to her that 1 was not interested because after getting a Ph-D. 

1 would have to work as an administrator, and that I preferred to continue my work as a 



teacher. She asked me: 'What about your career?" 1 told her that 1 wanted to enhance 

rny knowledge of literacy leaniing in order to fulfi my students' needs, so that as future 

teachea they might in him fuifiII the iiteracy needs of young children. 1 inforrned her 

that 1 felt that at least half of our students were not interested in MO- 1800 Century 

English Literature. It was not relevant to their own cuIture, experience, and needs. For 

most of my students, English was their third or fourth language. Against thek wishes, 

they were required to study English classics because this was compulsory for their 

degrees. I explained that 1 felt our curriculum needed to be expanded to include current 

literature as well as this limited British canon. As a teacher, 1 wanted to devise new ways 

of exciting my students about their own reading and writing and to explore a wider choice 

of literature, including the work of Pakistani writers writing in English. 

During these years of coliege teaching. 1 felt myseif losing touch with the cutrent 

professional literature on literacy teaching. There was such a large workload and no time 

to keep up with professionai reading. Neither were there opportunities to reflect on my 

own classroom iiteracy teaching experiences or to share them with my colleagues. These 

were obstacles to my professional growth. Teacher educators Frank Smith (198 1) and 

Judith Newman (1991) both agree that to be effective teachers-at whatever level of 

teaching-we need to contiouaily reflect upon our teaching. 

1 longed for the opportunity to coUaboratively reflect on questions and concems 1 

shared with others. Like Vygotsky (Wertsch, 199 l), 1 believe that learning and 

understanding are inherently social. 1 understand rny knowledge to develop as my 

thinking is externalized through dialogue anci interaction with others. 1 agree with Judith 

Newman (199 l), that professional teachers are best served whea they solve problems in 



collaboration with others. As a teacher, 1 have always worked from the premise that 

cognition is not "powered by some reservoir of generai ability" (Rogoff, p. 203) but, 

rather, it is acquired as a result of a collaborative process. 

Further, as a Muslim, 1 understand life as a continuous struggle; and, similarly, 

that education-leaming and teaching-is Jehad (or struggle). 1 willingly chose to 

undertake M e r  study in this Jehad to increase my knowledge. Islam teaches me to seek 

knowledge, to think criticdy, to observe and to explore the world in order to make m y  

journey more meaningful. 

Finally, 1 also chose to teave my teaching responsibilities and to study abroad 

because 1 believe that in Pakistan, we are following an externally devised professionaï 

development agenda. 1 feel that this externally devised agenda, established by European 

and Western authorities (World Bank, M F ,  etc.), are inappropriate for Pakis tani teachers 

and their students. As mentioned eariier, 1 believe that instead of teaching Engiish 

courses with oaly British literature-Shakespeate, Milton, Chaucer, Wordsworth, and 

others-native Pakistani writers, writing in English, and writers from other parts of the 

world, have ideas of importance to the Lives of the smdents 1 teach. 

Laureen Fredman and Dana.L. Fox (1996) argue for an integrated Language Arts 

curriculum which "brings history and politics into the foreground" (p. 13), opening up 

ideas to discussion and debate. In reforming Literacy education in this way, Graff (1992) 

believes "we wiii contribute much more to the development of a democratic society" (p. 

38). 

1 understand literacy as so much more than learning how to read and write. 

Literacy is also about developing critical and moral understandings. Being iiterate is 



about being aware of the ciifferences between what is false and what is tme, what is fair 

and what is unfair, what is democratic and what is dictatorial, and what is a right and 

what is a responsibility as a social being. Literacy learning involves learning how to 

contribute rneaning£ully to one's family, local comrnunity, or larger societal context. 

Such a view of literacy also appiies to professional teachers, who, 1 believe, must 

be given the opportunity to read and write their own inquïry agendas. For me, to l e m  as 

a professional is to enter into dialogue and debate with myself and with others and to 

think collaboratively about what 1 am doing and who 1 would like to becorne. 

As a teacher in Pakistan, 1 was blessed with the support of parents and the larger 

society as well as the respect and trust of students. In Our schools we face different 

problems from those of Canadian teachers. For example, it is possible in Pakistan to have 

one hundred or more students in one class with one teacher and no teacher assistants. 

Poverty is a major problem. There may sirnply be no classroom, no blackboard and no 

books available to either the teachers or the students. While students are hard working, 

there may be few learning resources and littie or no opportunity to benefit from the 

teacher's individuai attention, feedback, and encouragement. 

Although the education system In Canada differs greatly from that of my home 

country, Pakistan, 1 believe there is sufficient common ground in the experiences of 

teachers (i-e, goverrunent curricuium documents, standards exams, brief inservice 

sessions, etc.) upon which to base my research, 



Chapter Two: Reviewing the 

Professional Development Literature 

Definina Professional Develooment 

1 wiU begin this chapter by elaborating on the definition of ''professional 

development" stated in Chapter One. The Mem'am Webster dictionary (1986) defines a 

"professional" as an individual engaged in a learned profession or an occupation 

requïring a high level of leaming and proficiency. The term "development" refers to the 

process of attempting to achieve or attain intellectual growth through a deliberate 

program of study. Based on these two definitions, 1 understand professional development 

in teacher education to be a continuing process of leaming and professional i nque ,  

leading to an improvement in the quality and proficiency of a teacher's work. A teacher 

involved in professional development is sorneone who is routinely involved in intentional 

professional studies with the intent of developing better ways of supporting and 

extending students' learning. Professional development would seem to me to be 

essentiai; especially, if teachers are to keep abreast of advances and demands in today's 

rapidly changing educational context. 

Before examining the value of professionai development, 1 think it is important to 

first examine the idea of teaching as a "profession". Historicaily, teaching has been 

viewed as an occupation in which teachers were considered transmitters of information 

that had been generated by othea (textbook publishers. provinciailstate departments of 

Education, etc.). In the last half of this cenniry, however. the status and role of the 



teacher began to stiift. More recently, in many countries, "normal schools" (colieges 

designed to "train" elementary teachers in practical teaching methods) have given way to 

university faculties or schools of Education (whose purpose has been to bring together the 

study of educational theory, research, and practice). In the last few years some faculties 

of Education have begun to establish an undergraduate degree as a basic entrance 

requirement . ColIec tively, these, and other related changes, represent an interest in 

strengthening the academic background of teachers. The assumption is that with a 

stronger inteiiectual grounding, teachers are positioned less as technicians-passing on 

others' information, and more as professionals-individuals having specialised 

knowledge of subject disciplines, educational theory, learners, and cumculum and 

instruction methodologies. 

In the research literature, there has been much discussion of teaching as a 

"profession". Marshall (1980) argues that teaching is very much a profession, given bis 

definition of professions as: prestigious occupations.. . [that] carry out an essential social 

service, are founded on systematic knowledge, require lengthy academic and practical 

training, and generate inservice growth" (p. 12). Labaree (1992) points to the formal 

knowledge aud workplace autonomy exercised by teachers as evidence of two essential 

elements of professional status. Lainer and Little (1 986) agree with Doyle (1986) and 

Goodlad (1990) that teaching qualifies as a profession by virtue of its identified 

knowledge base, its emphasis on developing technical skills in teachers, and its 

cornmitment to altruism (p. 24). Merton (1982) makes a similar argument. He identifies 

three human values that he believes are central to a profession: knowing, doing, and 

helping. Merton explains that knowing involves the personal construction of a systematic 



body of theoreticaily and empirïcaiiy derived knowledge, which is not easily obtained by 

the average individuai. He suggests that doing refers to the use of this specialised 

knowledge to solve real problems experienced by people. The third value, helping (or, 

more specifically, caring), Merton claims, is what compels professionals to place the 

needs of others above their own. 

Consistently, in the research Literature, the argument is repeatedly made that 

theoretical and research knowledge must be integrated with practice. Researchers such a 

Darling-Hammond, 1993 ; Kramer, 199 1 ; Lainer and Little, 1986; and Sikula, 1990 al1 

point to the need for ongoing professional development (including professional 

development inservice days, professionai reading, university course work, professional 

conference participation, etc.) as a means of bnnging knowledge and practice together. 

Conditions for Effective Professional Develo~ment 

From my readïng of the research hierature, 1 have k e n  able to identify the 

following six conditions as necessary for effective professional development: (1) 

teachers' appreciation of the importance of professional development; (2) teachers 

involvernent in detennining their own professional development needs and opportunities; 

(3) active, cnticai inquiry as a central component of the professional development 

experience; (4) the sharing of multiple perspectives through professional development 

experiences; (5) ongoing reflection as a major component of professional development; 

(6) and a democratic context for professional development In the case of teachers of 



early literacy, 1 wodd add a seventh condition: that, teachers also require a 

comprehensive knowledge base in reading- 

Teachers' Ab~mCiati0n of the Immrtance of Professional 

Effective teaching does not just happen. It takes practice and preparation and it 

invdves teachers in a constant exploration of new ideas and innovative techaiques. 

Without adequate content and pedagogical knowledge, it would be impossible for 

teachers to deal with continual and changing student needs and the constant flow of new 

cunicula. Sparks and Hirsh (1997) maintain that it is important for teachers to posses 

both a deep understanding of academic disciplines and specific, pedagogical knowledge 

related to this disciplinary knowledge. Sparks and Hirsh explain that what is critical to 

professional development is the teacher's desire to develop disciplinary expertise and to 

enhance his or her pedagogical skill. 

Rebore (1994), suggests that Iike other professionals, teachers generally 

appreciate the need to be open to the advances k i n g  made in content knowledge and 

teaching rnethods. He suggests, however, that the extremely hectic schedules of most 

teachea make ongoing, individually directed professional development a challenge. 

Seldom, Rebore writes, is the teacher's need for in-depth study satisfied through short- 

term inservice sessions. 

In connection with this idea, Hargreaves and FuUan (1992) point out that the 

teacher's interest in professionai development is not limited to his or her acquiring 

extemal knowledge but also "self-understanding". Not only are teachers interested in 



their professionai and inteilectuai development, but they are dso  interested in gaining 

greater insight into their own learning as learners and people. Teachers' interest in 

professional development is complex. Continually reexperiencing what it means to be 

leamers themselves has the potential to open teachers to problems faced by learners in 

their classrooms on a daily b a i s  (Hargreaves and Fullan, 1992)- 

Teachers' lnvolvement in Their Own Professional Develo~ment 

As 1 have stated, the research Literatwe offers ample evidence that a teacher's 

wiliing involvement in teaching, leanùng, and inquiry is essential for effective 

professional development. According to Bowers ( l974), teachers are responsible for 

defining rather then k ing  passive consumers of reibdy made explmations of whut, why 

and how to teach. After ail, as Linda Crafton (1997) notes: "only 5% of traditional 

professionai development ever results in classroorn implementation" (p. 4). 

Ken Goodman (1986), explains that when professional teachers see themselves as 

learnen, they willingly involve themselves in their own ongoing professional renewal 

and accept responsibility for "staying inforrned, developing a sound base knowledge for 

classroom planning, practice and deciçion-making" (p. 67). Joan Irvine (1993), a former 

professor of Education at the University of Manitoba, wntes that when teachers' 

knowledge is valued and they feel supported in their efforts to explore their knowledge, 

the likelihood increases that they wil take responsibility for self- and coilaboratively 

initiated professional studies. When such valuing is in place, she suggests: 

. . .teachers c m  become life-long learners who are self directing both in terms of 
their practice and their own self-renewal. They see themselves as decision-makers 



and problem solvers, At the same tirne, they value king a member of a 
professional group, which inquires into the same kind of problems. (p. 15) 

Unfortunately, seldom is such valuing in place. Much more often, professional 

development days are designed exclusively by school and school division authorities 

(sometimes including chairs of professional development committees, who may lack 

intimate knowledge of teachers' leamhg agendas). 

Neilson (1991) cnticises the perpetuation of this situation, noting that 

"professional development is still largely considered to be a packaging enterprise, more 

like a commodity than a way of being, a process of acquiring rather than inquiring" (p. 

241). Neilson suggests, instead, that in the educational community, we need a place 

where teachers' stories can be heard, valued, and shared by other comrnunity members: 

"To do this with others demands that there be a place for teachers to share their stories, 

which has not k e n  available in the current education system" (p. 240). He argues that 

telling such stories enables teachers to consciously rethink and review their roles as 

teachers. NeiIson advocates that teachers play an active role in th& own professional 

development by constantly evaluating their teaching practices, by asking who they are, as 

well as, what they are doing, on a daiiy basis, alone and together with students and with 

colleagues and fnends 

Linda Darling-Hamrnond (1997), a professor in Education Foundations at 

Teachers College, Columbia University, and CO-director of the National Centre of 

Restnictunng Education, Schools and Teachiag, observes that the US. education system 

fails to focus on teaching quality and teachers involvement in their professional growth. 

Her analysis is that 

for most of this century, it was thought that learning could be improved by ever 
more precise specification of teaching procedures: a more tightly prescribed 



curriculum, more teacher proof texts, and more extensive testing and more 
carefuliy constrained decision-making. (p. 20) 

Darling-Harnmond claims that tightly prescribing teaching methods serve to shut down 

teachers' inquiries into their own professional development. In "Reframing the School 

Agenda," Darling-Hammond (1993) describes quite a different mission for professional 

development, she suggests that professional development should not merely be about the 

delivery of instruction, but rather that it should support teachers in helping students to 

leam at the highest possible Ievels. It is no longer enough to cover curriculum, teaching 

must also enable remarkably diverse leamers to "constmct their own knowledge and 

develop their talents in effective and powerfbl ways" (Darling-Harnmond, 1993, p. 75). 

Joan b i n e  supports this idea, suggesting that professionai "teachers need to take 

responsibility for coliecting and sharing a differeat kind of evidence of leamhg in their 

cIassrooms"(p. 11). She argues that teachers' professional development must be viewed 

as research with teachers, rather than handing university research to them to be 

implemented. Jaggar (L989) agrees: 

Neither teachers nor those they teach change simply by giving them information 
[recipes], by king told about theory and research or new approaches. 
Udortunately, we ofien equate howledge with information . . .instruction won? 
improve in our schools if we hold ont0 the idea that al1 teachers need is more 
information and everything wiU get better. Information is necessary, but it is not a 
suficient condition for change. (p. 146) 

If teachers willingly panicipate directly in their own professional leaming 

process, believing that they WU benefit from their efforts, chances are that they will 

assume responsibility for their continued leaming. If teachers, on the other hand, are 

excluded from self a d o r  peer-initiated inquiry by being rendered passive recipients of 

pre-packaged solutions, there is far less iïkeiihood that they will implement what they 



have leamed. Teachers must approach professional development with enthusiasm seeing 

it as a means of inspiring their teaching and therefore a way of enhancing their 

effectiveness as professional. McNiff (1988) concludes that through their own 

involvement in professional leaming, teachers learn "to become adventurous and criticai 

in their thinking, to develop theones and rationalise their practice, and to give reasoned 

justification for their public claims to professional knowledge" (p. 234). 

Active. Critical lnauiw 

Not oniy is there support in the research literature for the idea that teachers need 

to be involved in determining their own professional development needs and 

opportunities, but there is also support for the idea that such determinations ought to be 

guided by an inquiring stance. Teachers grow as professionds when they ask self- 

directed questions and seek solutions to real educational problems that they have posed. 

"Teacher inquiry," writes Lmda Craîton (19971, "is about teachers generating their own 

knowledge about teaching9* (p. 4). Kathy Short and Carolyn Burke (199 1) agree. They 

argue that without inquiry, a sense of purpose and m e d g  in leaming is lost and our 

natural inquisitiveness as leamers is deadened. hstead of studying topics to gain bits and 

pieces of information, we ask Our own questions and engage in inquiry. We leam to 

search for problems as well as explanations for Our problems. We are both problem 

posers and problem solvers (p. 55). 

Crafton (1997) defines such inquiry, undertaken by teachers, as "teacher 

research"- teachers self-critically and "systematicaily studying their own practice over 

timeT' (p. 5). She writes that the teacher's roie as a principal investigator in research is 
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not a usual one. Much more typicdy, she explains, teachers have been expected to 

implement the research f a n g s  of other (mostly university-based) educators, without 

questioning whether or not the frndings of this research work for thern or for their 

students. 

Sharing what they have learned through their own inquiry/teacher research plays a 

centrai role in teachers' professional growth. Criticai to such inquiry is discussion. 

Discussion guides interpretations and helps teachers to appreciate perspectives which are 

different from iheir own. Donna Alverman (1991) remarks upon the power of group 

discussions to stimulate thinking. She takes a Vygotskian (1962) perspective that 

thinking needs to occur fmt on a social plane before it can be constructed as intrapersonai 

knowledge. In sociai exchanges, Aiverman writes, teachers often discover that what they 

believe and value may be quite different fiom what they have assumed or what has been 

assumed by their colieagues. Such a discovery is initialiy discomforting, but ultimately it 

leads teachers to broaden both their individual and their collective visions of teaching 

(Pinnel, 1994). 

Similar to Pinnel(1994), Joyce and Showers (1997) suggest that collaborative 

research relationships "break down the isolation and increase the collective strength of 

the community of educators who staff the schooi" (p. 45). Judith Newman (199 1) also 

emphasises the value of teachers' sharing their inquiries. Newman wntes that through 

collaborative inquiries teachers feel supported in learning to experiment, to make 

rnistakes, and to change what they are doing based on the outcornes of their experiments. 



They are encouraged to examine and question their own strategies and assumptions as 

weU as the strategies and assumptions of people around them. By working togethet they 

are able to discover the various ways in which things. ..are done. (p. 20) 

in A Paradigm Sh@ in Staff Development, Spark and Hirsh ( 1997) suggest that it 

is very important to bnng aii members of the leamhg community together for collective 

decision-rnaking and action because professionai growth is most effectively geaerated 

and sustained thmugh collaborative efforts. Research b y Kaser, Kahn and Crawford 

(1996) highlights the importance of a teacher support system; including, study groups, 

research dialogue groups, and team teaching. Kaser, Kahn and Crawford agree that 

teacher researchers benefit from groups of coiieagues who meet regularly: to share their 

ideas. to participate in in-depth and long-term discussions, to offer constructive criticism, 

and to provide analyses and multiple interpretations of fmdings. By sharing inquiry 

experiences, teachers deepen their collective conversations. They draw upon one 

another's perspectives and, in so doing, they position themselves to take a more critical 

stance with respect to their own assumptions. 

Oncaoina Ref lection 

Teachers need time to reflect on their own situations in relation to what has k e n  

collaboratively learned in order to decide how such leaming wiil impact their own 

practices and future learning. Much attention in the research literature has recently k e n  

paid to the role of the "reflective practitionef (Schon, 1982). This concept is not unlike 

the ideas I have already described in terms of inquiry/teacher research. 1 have introduced 



this new term, however, because 1 want to highiight the contemplative component of 

thoughtful, self-critical teaching. My reading has led me to understand that a "reflective 

practitioner" is sorneone who not only builds upon his or her tacit knowledge base 

through active inquiry, but who constantly re-thinks and reevaluates his or her own 

values and the impact of his or her practices on others (intentional or otherwise) (see 

Lieberman, 1994, p. 36). Reflective teachers take time to consider what might work best 

for them- They persondise what they have tearned h m  their inquiries and integrate this 

learning into their future teaching decision-making. Reflective practitioners reject the 

simplistic notion that there are "one-size-fits-all solutions" to educational dilemmas. 

Self-critical reflection, is of course, difficult and demanding work, but 1 appreciate that it 

plays an essential role in preserving the professional autonomy of teachers (Pattemon, 

Snata, Short, and Smith, 1993). 

A Democratic Context 

A democratic context promotes the t d y  professional development of teacbers 

(Bruce & Showers, 1995). Effective professional development requires an environment 

in which each voice is heard and valued in decision-making. One loud voice cannot 

drown out the others. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, professional development . 

programs have often excluded the voices of the teachers themselves. In a democratic 

context teac hers' voices are heard: a safe, non-judgmentai environment which values 

teachers' knowledge allows them to speak honestly to their expenence. 



Long ago, writing in Likralism and Social Action, John Dewey (1935) explained 

that the method of democracy is to bring conflicting ideas into the open where their 

special daims can be seen and appraised, discussed and judged in the light of more 

inclusive interest than are represented by either of the ideas separately (p. 79). 

Democracy, rneans valuing others' perspectives-perspectives which may well be at odds 

with our own. In The Double Perspective, David Bleich (1988) argues that each of us 

holds perspectives that represent to a large extent the "company we have keptT'- 

Depending on this company and Our role or particular interest in an issue (for example, 

whether we are administrators, teachers, parents, students, etc.), contradictory positions 

may well arise- In a democratic context, however, such differences are valued for their 

potential to enrich aU participants' learning. According to Michael Fullan (1998), we 

need to value multiple solitudes, multiple points of views, and multiple narratives if we 

are to genuinely achieve democratic ends. 

The function of good democratic inquiry is that it draws new voices into the 

conversation, and through this process Iearning communities are established. In 

"Creative Democracy-The Task Before Us," Fisch (195 1) poignantly expresses the idea 

that the "task of democracy is forever that of the creation of a freer and more humane 

experience in which aii share and which ai i  contribute." For teachers, a democratic 

context is a place where everyone has an opportunity to freely speak of his or her 

experience and to hear others who are doing the sarne. In a living democracy, teachers 

participate directly in their own and one another's development as professionals. 



A Knowledcae Base in Readinq 

"Literacy is," as Braungner and Lewis explain, "key to success in school and 

beyond, for effective participation in the worldorce, the community, and the body politic. 

This was tme in the past and it WU be even more tnte in the future" (p. 1). Whiie 

teachers cannot anticipate al1 of the filture Literacy needs of their students, if they are even 

to respond in a relevant manner to the Literacy needs of their students in today's 

increasingiy pluralistic and rapidly changing society, they must ground their teaching in 

the most current knowledge base. The National Council of Teachers of Engiish States 

this position plainly: "readers learn best when their teachen are knowledgeable about the 

reading process and the conditions that influence its development" (NCTE, p. 3). 

According to Braunger and Lewis (1997): 

Teachers develop their own knowledge about reading through their 
own forma1 education, their reading and refiecting on the work of 
published researchers, and close observation of and reflecting on 
children reading in their classrooms, their sharïng of classroom based 
insights with each other, and ongoing study of their classrooms in light 
of new understandings from teachers' and researchers' work. (p. 10) 

Professional development in reading education is a complex process. Linda Crafton 

(1997) argues that "deep" professional leaming occurs oniy when teachers are able to 

comect their reading and observations of others' work with what they know through their 

own fithand inquiry experiences. Braunger and Lewis (1997) agree that as 

professionals, reading teachers are responsible "for continuously interrogating and 

revising their practice based on experience and emerging knowledge" (p. 5). 

While typically reading has been seen as a language art, the current view is that 

reading knowledge is essential for teachers working in ai i  cumculum areas. Reading 



researchea P. David Pearson and Diane Stephens (1992) take a transdisciplinary view of 

reading: they expect ali  teachers-in every subject are-to consider the specific leaming 

demands and needs of readers in their classrooms. The Nationai Council of Teachers of 

English has compiled a brief synthesis of core understandings of reading that ought to 

form the knowledge base of all teachers: 

reading is an act of language; it is always about meaning and communication; 

reading is a construction of meaning fiom text; it is an active, cognitive, 

social, cultural, and affective process; 

making sense of print involves the use of four language cue systems- 

graphophonic, syntactic, semantic. and pragmatic; 

while readers Vary in their use of reading svategies and cues, the proficient 

reading process is the same for ail readers; 

environments rich in literacy experience, resources, and models facilitate 

reading developrnent; 

background knowledge and prîor expenence shape a reader's comprehension 

(NCTE, p. 4). 

Concludina Comments 

My review of the professional development literature-specificdly as it relates 

to prirnary teachers with responsibilities for reading education-suggests that teachers 

professional development is enbanced when teachers: appreciate the importance of 

ongoing personal and professional learning; are involved in determinhg the directions of 

such professional development; engage in active, critical inqujr; share and learn from 



diverse perspectives; reflect deeply on thek leaming; participate in a democratic context 

in which everyone's voice is heard and respected; and, have opportunities to develop 

understandings of the current research base in reading, through vicarious and firsthand 

experiences. 



Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Accordhg to Michael Conneiiy and Jean Clandinin (19881, narrative inqujr is 

not oniy a "phenomenon," it is also a "methodology". As a phenomenon, narrative 

inquïry is the structured quality of the experience to be studied. The methodology is the 

storying process engaged in by the narrative researcher. Edward C. Short (1991) writes 

that "people by nature lead storied lives.. . while narrative researchers describe such Lives, 

collect stories of them and wnte narratives of experience" (p. 12 1). In this study, 

narrative inquiry, storytelling, is the vehicle 1 wiil use to represent my research fmdings. 

In Chapter One 1 began with my own teacher story. In this study 1 share four 

teachers' stories. 1 have purposefully selected the four participants according to two 

cnteria. Firstly, each of the participants is or has been a primary teacher, with at least 

several years teaching experience in their Local school systems. Secondly. ail four are 

enrolled in graduate, university studies in literacy education. 1 chose participants who are 

graduate students in literacy education because 1 assumed that their decision to pursue 

advanced studies demonstrated a deliberate intent to pursue professional development 

education. 

Two of the study participants are international graduate students: one is from 

Korea, the other is from China, The other two participants are Canadian teachers from 

Manitoba. 1 chose the two Canadian, primary teachers because 1 wished to learn about 



the professional development experiences of literacy teachers in a very different 

educational system fiom the one 1 had experienced in my home country of Pakistan. I 

chose the two Asian, primary teachers because 1 assumed that there would be similarities 

between the education systems of these two countries and the education system in my 

country. 

The interviews enabled me to discover if the assumptions 1 had made about 

participant selection were correct Regardless of these assumptions, however, the 

interviews afforded me the opportunity to Iearn about the attitudes, beliefs, 

understandings and professional practices of these four teachers (Creswell, 1994). 

1 conducted two audiotaped interviews with each of the participants. The 

interviews were one-on-one sessions. Each of the interviews was approximately one hour 

in length. Al1 interviews were held in a comfortable location arranged by mutual 

agreement. In the interviews 1 drew from the questions 1 discuss below. 

In the first interview, 1 attempted to create a fnendly environment and 1 

encouraged honest communication-because narrative inquiry is a believing game. 1 

began the interview with "grand tour" questions such as: b ré l l  me about your 

experiences of teaching and professional development." "Have you had the same kinds of 

experiences 1 have had?" "How are your experiences of teaching and professional 

different from mine?" 

The second set of interviews focused specificaliy on the participants' perceptions 

of their professional development experiences in reading education. Here, 1 wanted the 

participants to draw upon their perceptions of: their students' present and future literacy 



needs; current societal demands with respect to iiteracy; their own l e d g  needs with 

respect to the knowledge base in reading education; and, the conditions which had 

enhanced or interfered with coilaborative professionai inquiries and coilegial dialogue. 

The second interviews also began with an oppoaunity for participants to reread and 

respond to the narrative 1 had created, 1 dso used this second interview to clarify content 

from the fmt interview- 

During a i i  of the interviews, field notes were taken of body language I had 

observed, episodes in the interview when questions and requests for clarification arose, 

etc. Immediately afier each interview, 1 transcribed the audiotapes. 

Instruments and Taols 

An audiocassette player and field notes were used during the interview process. 

The audio cassette player recorded oral communications. Body language, personal notes, 

clarification issues and any interruptions were recorded in my field notes. 

Data Collection and lnter~retation 

Audiotaped interview conversations and field notes were transformed into stories. 

According to Connelly & Clandinin (cited in Short, 1988), "narrative inquiry in the social 

sciences is a form of empincal narrative in which empïrical data is central to the work" 

(p. 145). The purpose of transforming this data into narrative form is to benefit kom the 

power of fictional wnting. Carol Wiiliams (1995) suggests that ''fiction helps us make 

connections between ourselves and others, between reality and possibility. Those of us 

who love to read do so with a sense of pleasure and power" (p. 2). Fiction helps us to 



travel quickly through time, and it makes visible the commonalities among different 

cultures and systems- This is not to say, however, that my research data was imaginative 

data-data without an empirical basis. Rather, by creating a narrative-in the multiple 

voices of the storytellers-1 hoped to reveal in more depth what had really happened to 

them and what they really beiieve, The point of narrative inquiry is to evoke a M e r ,  

more textured, sense of "tnith than would be possible in a single-voiced, expository text 

told from my perspective, as researcher. 

Interview data was interpreted in a qualitative marner: 1 probed backgrounds and 

meanings behind beliefs, attitudes, and practices (Creswell, 1994). This approach is 

consistent with the research fiterature on narrative inquiry (Creswell, 1994; Frenkel & 

Wallen, 1999: Clandinin & Comelly, 1988b). Principally, it involves the collection of 

data in the forms of words-retelling the story, attempting to understand how participants 

interpret the rneaning of their experiences, and critically analysing the issues that this data 

raises. 

In t e b g  the story itself, Momw (1997) suggests that a "weii-structured story has 

a setting (a beginning, tirne, place and introduction), theme (the main c haracter ' s 

problems or goal), plot episodes (a series of events in which the main character attempts 

to solve the problem) and an ending" (p. 135). Narrative inquiry involves not only 

collecting data, but also representing this data in a way that preserves the integrity of the 

teiler's experience and of his or her storyïng about this experience. 

Role of the Researcher 

As a researcher, I was not a distanced observer. Rather, 1 attempted to position 

myself as a CO-leamer, trying to grow and gain insight fiom my study participants' 
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experiences of teaching and leamhg and professional development Long ago, John 

Dewey (1938) asserted that "[tlhe aim of education is growth" through experience (p. 

13). 

In Chapter One. 1 shared my own autobiographical narrative. In this narrative 1 

disclosed m y  teaching and professional development experiences and the beliefs and 

values underlying my understancihg of my own experience. I did this because during the 

interview sessions, 1 had shared my own experiences with my study participants. Dewey 

(1 944) wrote that sharïng, in such a manner, is a way for us to get outside of our own Life 

stories and to view them as others might. The four study participants and 1 were involved 

in a process of teUing and listening, noting similarities and differences, reteüing, and 

further reflecting on Our stories. The text 1 have created is as Barnieh ( 1989) names it a 

"plurivocal" story. This text offers a place in which five voices meet in conversation with 

one another. It is my hope that in reading these stones, as a reader. that you w u  feel 

compelled to tell your own story, alongside the ones represented here. 

From Our story sharing interviews, 1 leamed of similarities and differences in 

teachers' experiences and when these differences were a consequence of a different 

educational context, 

The stories told are insiders* stories-stories of teaching, ongoing les-g and 

professional development, fdtered through teachers' own conceptual lenses. No one 

speaks for the teachers. 



Chapter Four: Insiders' Stories 

Meet the Cast of Characters 

In Forms of Currïcuhm hquiry, Edmund C. Short (199 1) wrote that in leamhg 

about teachers and teachiag "we need an understanding of people with a namative of He 

experiences" (p. 124): What do primary teachers from different national backgrounds, 

have to Say, themselves, about their experiences as teachers and what they have 

experienced by way of professional development in reading education? 

1 began this study with my own teacher story in Chapter One. In this fourth 

chapter, 1 present the perceptions, experiences, and stories of four other primary teachers: 

Anna and Jay from Canada; Hao-Ying from China; and, Sujung from South Korea 

Canadian Teachers' Persnectives 

Anna's Story 

Anna has a permanent professional certificate, classification 5 from the 

Department of Education and Training in Manitoba, Canada. She has several years of 

teaching expenence in an elementary school in Winnipeg, Manitoba. She has a Bachelor 

of Arts degree and a Bachelor of Education degree from the University of Manitoba. 

Anna is also presently enrolled as a part-time graduate student at the University of 

Manitoba in the Faculty of Education, specializing in literacy education. She is a 

graduate student because she beiieves that involving herself in formal studies, with other 

teachers, will enhance her knowledge of Literac y teaching as a professional teac her. 



Anna also actively participates in local professionai development workshops and 

in services offered by her school division and local professional organizations. She 

describes herself as king contiaually involved in her own personal and professional 

growth. Here is Anna's story: 

A professionai teacher is someone who is knowledgeable about the area that she 

works in. A professional is capable of making her own decisions. Being a professional 

teacher brings a certain autonomy to the work 1 do. 1 recognize that the decisions 1 make 

as a teacher affect other peopie. 

1 donJt think that teachers are allowed as much professional independence as 1 

think they once had in Canada. In Manitoba, with the flurry of new curriculum guides 

being passed down to us from the Department of Education and Training, there is less 

and less autonomy. There is c e r t d y  less and less decision-making to be done by 

individual teachers about what they teach the children in their classrooms. 

The most significant thing I bave done as far as my own professional development 

has been to retum to university to work on my Master's degree in literacy education. 1 

didnJt go back to university because 1 wanted a Master's degree. 1 am already a class 5 

teacher which means 1 have five years of university education. When 1 complete my 

Master's degree, 1 will be a class 6 teacher, and 1 WU receive a slight increment in my 

pay. But, if 1 was doing this for the money, 1 would be f a .  better off [financialiy 

speaking] buying an RRSP. The govemment isn't terribly supportive of  teachers going 

back to university. In fact, they would like to change how teachers in the province are 



paid and how they receive increments. Worlciog toward an advanced educationai degree 

won? necessarily count as much in the future as it does now. 

In Manitoba, teachers are given 10 professionai development days per year. This 

means that for 10 school days each year 1 am not responsible for teaching. For four or 

five of these 10 days, however, 1 am required to meet with parents for parent-teacher 

interviews. Only a few of the 10 days are actually available to me for professional 

devdopment- 

By professional development 1 mean inviting sorneone-a guest speaker-to the 

school who we want to hear as a staff or sitting down with coiieagues discussing some 

aspect of Our teaching. 1 don't consider parent-teacher interviews professional 

development. Although these are very important days, they are not r e d  y a part of my 

professional development. My school division sometimes plans a program for us for a 

few days-a-year, but I don? know that 1 have ever learned much from these sessions. 

1 think professional development needs to be planned more locaily, at the school 

level. We have a new principal at my school this year. He's set-up some cornmittees 

within the school to look at the "big pictwe" of where we're headed as a school, so that 

we can do some more long-range professional development planning. 1 think there are 

teachers in my school who need a lot of suppoa with understanding literacy leamhg and 

teaching. Even common place ideas, such as conducting reading and wnting workshops 

(that have been discussed in professional books and articles for a long t h e  now), haven't 

found their way into many of the classrooms in my school. 1 think it would be helpfd to 

us as a school if we could plan professional development days for Our school, rather than 

running off in different directions to workshops king put on at other schools. 



Eariier I mentioned that 1 felt a lot of professionalism has been taken away kom 

teachers b y new curriculum directives from the govemrnent- In Manitoba, we've moved 

to "results-based, performance outcomes and standardsn so as teachers we are being totd 

specificaily what to teach and where children are "supposed to ben. There are two sides 

to this issue. Certainly there are teachers who are comforted by k i n g  told what they are 

supposed to do. And, while 1 appreciate some direction, 1 think cumculum guides should 

be exactly that-guides, they shouidn't be the Iaw- Whaî I do as a teacher has to be based 

on in-depth knowledge of the children 1 am teaching. The children in the class change 

every year. 1 couldn't possibly nin the same program year after year. 1 understand 

cuniculum to be an inquiry process: my job is to help chiidren to appreciate what they 

already know and help them discover what they want to know next. 1 need to understand 

where they are coming from and their questions are important to me. 

When c ~ c u l u m  documents are just guides, this gives me the room 1 need to 

choose what concepts and processes will buiid upon where the cbildren are. When 

curricula are mandated by the govemment, then 1 am legaily obligated to make sure that 

every single item identified in print is dealt with in my classroom. This doesn't leave me 

with much tirne to deal with children's questions, As far as I'm concerned, children can 

only constmct new understandings fiom what they already know. 1 think curriculum 

documents have to have enough latitude to accommodate the wide range of children's 

experience and thinking. The new, mandated curriculum documents coming out of the 

Department of Education and Training are much more specific and much more restrictive 

than they used to be. 1 would Lice to see them fat more openended about where children 

might end up. 



The brand new Engiish Language Arts curriculum emphasizes targeting specific 

outcomes and assessing children in t e m  of external standards. This document puts me 

at odds with what 1 know about children's literacy learning and development. 1 know 

from my own experience and from my professionai reading that children Vary in their 

development as readers, depeading to a large extent on the reading experiences they have 

had at home. It doesn't make sense to me that experts outside of my classroom c o d d  set 

an expectation of where the cbildren shorrld be at the end of Grade 1. These outcornes 

and standards aren't realistic for some students and they would be simple for others. 

1 am very fortunate. 1 have had very supportive school administrators who have 

respected my decision-making as a teacher. 1 have been in the same school since 1 began 

teaching. In the seven years that f ve been teaching, I've had four different school 

administrators. Generally, 1 think most administrators in my school division would 

support a teacher's decisions if she could back up why she was doing what she was doing. 

In rny school 1 feel that 1 have fieedom to make the decisions 1 think are best for the 

children in my class. 1 am sure there are some schools where there is Iess freedom for 

teachers to make these decisions. 1 don't think you can mandate teaching methods. 

Teachers are individuals. Teachers are interacting with aU these different children, how 

can you say your going to teach exactly the same for every child? 

Public understanding of Literacy learning doesn't always take this diversity k t o  

account. 1 think most parents expect that in Grade 1 a child wiîl l e m  to read. They don't 

have the understanding that children read to learn: in my class the children don't just learn 

how to read, what we read has to have meaning for them in t e m s  of what we are trying to 

do and what we are trying to learn about. Reading isn't just a SU. Reading has to be 



purposeful for the chîidren. 1 think parents and even teachers in m y  school expect that in 

Grade 1 children will learn to Iook at the words on the page and decode them- 1 expect 

more than this. Children corne to school with lots of experience with p ~ t .  1 try to build 

on this experience. 

This can ail be so confusing for parents. A lot of the parents of the children 1 

teach, for example, initiaiiy don't believe that when a child reads a book from memory 

that this has to do with real reading- And yet, these familiar books are so important to 

children's reading devefopment. This is how many of them take that next step into 

reading independentiy. The parents of the children coming into my Grade 1 classrooms 

have mostly thought that a child is reading if you can give that child a book he or she has 

never seen before and he or she is able to correctly Say al1 of the words wntten on the 

page. Seldom would parents' definition of reading include that the chiid has understood 

everything he or she has read. Just king able to Say the words aloud is usualiy 

considered evidence of king able to read. 1 do a lot throughout the year to change the 

parents' thinking about what reading is. 

What rnakes this even more difficult for parents is that there are so many mixed 

messages. Parents are constantly king bombarded with what 1 think is misinformation 

from people who are just out to "make a buck". 1 get upset when 1 hear an advertisement 

on the radio or the television for some new phonics game. The latest one I've heard 

begins with taik about children who are not very good readers and who are not doing weii 

in school. The sales pitch is that if parents would only buy this phoaics games, which is 

such a fun way to l e m  to read, they are guaranteed to raise their child's reading 



performance by at least a grade level in the next term. If this game is so effective, why 

aren't we using it in schools? 

Not too long ago there was a Ietter in the newspaper, written by somebody who 

went on about how teachers haven't been teaching children to read anymore because the 

they have turned away from the idea of phonics (learning the relationshîps ktween letters 

and sounds). Certainly there is a need for children to learn phonics, but it is only one 

aspect of what children need to know to become reades Lette= iike this one make 

learning to read sound as if it is a simple, stepby-step process. The implication is that as 

a teacher ail you would have to do is foilow a guidebook to help you take children 

through a set of graded phonics readers and that if you did this ali of the children would 

be reading in no time, without any problerns. Based on my own experience and what 1 

have learned from reading the research, 1 know this just isn't reality. 

There are no easy solutions to helpîng parents to deal with these conflicting ideas. 

Last year 1 had a parent volunteer reguiady in my classroom, we had lots and lots of talks 

about reading. At the beginning, he was pretty mystified by what 1 was doing; it was so 

different from what he had experienced hirnself in school. But over time he began to 

understand a lot more because he could see for himself how the children were learning. 

If he hadn't been in the room 1 don't think he would have understood nearly as well what 

1 was doing and why. 

It is not just the media and the parents' own schooling experiences that make it 

difficult to understand what is happening by way of reading instruction today. In the 

profession itself we are headed down paths that seem to going in opposite directions. In 

education, we seem to jump from one bandwagon to another, without fully exploring the 



underlying principles of what is k i n g  advocated. Right now what is in vogue is a 

"balanced approach" to reading instruction. What this means is that teachers are to teach 

the skills of reading (decoding, recognition of high frequency vocabulary, etc.) on the one 

hand, while at other times involving the chïidren in authentic reading and writing 

expenences on the other. I've just read a book calied Guided Reading that purports to 

take a balanced readiag stance. While some of the reading instructional strategies seem 

okay to me. the book also has bibiiopphical lis& of graded-or "1evel.Iedn-books for 

children at a myriad of reading levels. Some of these books are not real stories; instead, 

they've just k e n  written to teach reading. The language choices in these books are made 

with a certain level of reader in miad. I don? ihink either language or reading work in 

this way. There is no such thing as  a list of words that goes from easier to more difficult 

words. As well, the rneaning of a word is detennined by more than the word itself: a 

reader reads language, not just words. Children know words they have met in other life 

and reading experiences. Children learn what catches their interest. Some of these 

understandings don't seem to be considerations of a "balanced reading" perspective. 

Again, my own experience and my reading of the professional literature, make me 

sceptical about leaping ont0 new bandwagons. 

1 have really worked at developing a sound philosophy of what 1 think happens 

when children read. 1 believe that what is most important is that the children see 

themselves as readers. 1 think young children need to be immersed in the wholeness of 

language before we-as parents and teachers-start directhg their attention to the 

abstractness of sentences and words and individual letter sounds. Whoie language 

philosophy says that language leaming has to involve the whole of language; if children 



are just presented with bits and pieces of language, these bits and pieces may well not 

make much sense to them. I am also aware of the fact that chüdren are forever making 

natural connections between oral and written language and drawing. Leaming in one of 

these "languages" informs children's learning in the others. 1 am interested in leaming 

more about the relationships among these various "languagesn in children's literacy 

development. 

1 also want to ieam a lot more about how to make reading processes more visible 

to the children. In my classroom right now 1 talk with the children about the reading 

strategies the children are using or could be using. As a class, we've brainstormed a list 

of these strategies and I've posted them on chart paper on one of my classroom walls. 

We add to this list al1 of the thne, as we notice ourselves using new strategies. If it's a 

strategy the chiidren say they use, I write it down. Later on 1 invite the children to reflect 

on and discuss the effectiveness of some of the strategies we've recorded. 

1 enjoy k i n g  involved in ongoing research in my own classroom. This is one 

way that 1 keep learning. 1 know that 1 could also be Iearning more from other teachers 

who are interested in some of the sarne questions 1 have. It would be wonderful if a 

group of teachers would videotape reaiiy good examples of children reading in different 

situations and we watched them and taîked with each other about what was happening. 

It's because of the possibilities of these kinds of conversations, that Pve been 

thinking that some day 1 might like to become a resource teacher. If 1 ever did this, it 

would be such fun to be invited into classrooms to help teachers set up writing workshops 

and readùig circles and things U e  that. 1 would love to have the resource teacher in my 

school corne into my classroom and support me. Even now we don't work together in the 



usual ways. 1 ofken have her read with the children who are reaüy doing weli in reading, 

and this gives me a chance to read with some of the others. This only makes sense since 1 

know them the best. 

To help us grow professionally as teachers 1 think we need to see more real 

examples of how we might work with a chiid. This could be on videotape or in real life 

with another teacher or by refiecting on your own readïng and writing. It's not a i l  

practice though, I think teachers need to ask themselves philosophical questions about 

what reading is for and why they're doing what they're doing, For me, teaching is about 

helping children to feel better about who they are, how they relate to others, and what 

they can do. 

Jay's Story 

Jay is a Canadian teacher with 7 years experience in a Manitoba elementary 

school. Jay has a Bachelor of Education degree and a Post Baccalaureate Certificate 

in.Education from the University of Manitoba. He is currently a graduate student in the 

Faculty of Education at the University of Manitoba, speciaiizïng in the role that field 

experience teachers play in supporting the development of pre-service teachers' 

understandings of literacy education. Accordingly, Jay is tryïng to keep up with current 

research and practice in literacy education. He has done this mostly through taking 

courses at the local university and by participating in local professional development in- 

services and workshops. His story foliows- 



For me, the term "professional" teacher means being a lifelong leamer. Once one 

becomes a teacher, one's leamiog never stops. 1 believe that teachers need to be 

continually questioning what they are doing in the classroom and why they are doing it. 

They need to constantly be struggling to rnake their theory congruent with their practice. 

As 1 have gained more experience as a teacher, my theories have changed as well. 

In terms of professional growth, a teacher has to defme what he or she wants to 

explore. This agenda can't be left up to the school administrator or to the school division 

to decide. In Manitoba, often professional development workshops are not planned in 

response to teachers' perceptions of their own professional needs. When it comes to 

professional development, teachers' voices are often silenced. The workshops that are 

planned seem to be focused on administration's concerns, rather than teachers' questions. 

"Voice" is an issue that is important to me. As a teacher, 1 don't think my job is to 

just fit into a fixed system. Not only do individual teachers need to be questioning their 

own classroom practices, but, coilectively, as a school staff, we also need to be thinking 

about what is going on at the whole school level. The whole school community needs to 

be talking about what we value. And, 1 don? just mean that we need to speak up. 1 also 

mean that we need to put Our beliefs into action. 

One of the most important values for me is the establishment of carhg 

relationships. Whether 1 am working with the children in rny classroom, their parents, 

people in the local community, my coileagues, my administrators, or members of school 

division cornmittees, 1 am seeking coilaborative relationships. For me, a collaborative 

relationship begins with mutual respect and a desire for authentic dialogue. Even when 

there are disagreements there c m  never be a loss of respect. There are dways some 



shared values withïn the diffterences. As a teacher, I welcome diversity rather than 

shunning it. 

As the government has moved to more standardized curricula, valuing diversity 

has becorne more difficult. There is dennite pressure from administrators to address the 

intended cumcuium outcomes. Learning which falls outside of these intended outcomes 

is seen as unimportant. 1 have problems with this because 1 think children leam 

holistically. The life experiences the children bring with them, the children's own 

interests, the new leaming that happens because of the unique collaborative relationships 

developed in the classroom, 1 see aU of this impacting what is learned. Current cumcula 

seem also to be restricted to intellectual learning; emotionai, spintual, aesthetic, and 

social learning seem not to be nearly as important. 

One of rny pnmary goals as a teacher is to come to know the child as a "whole" 

person. 1 see this happening by way of an ongoing dialogue that enables the children to 

bnng their beyond schooI interests and experiences into the classroom with them. As we 

come to know one another, we become a community. A strong sense of community in 

the classroorn is very important to me: I try to make sure that nothing happens in the 

classroom without the consent of the group. 1 r e d y  try to put into practice the ideal that 

an effective community is dependent on ail of its members playing an active role. This 

sense of community shows itself every Friday in weekly class meetings, and in the ways 

that the classroom is set up physically to meet the needs and wants of the students. At the 

beginning of each year, there is nothing in the room except ten to twelve wrapped up 

boxes at the centre. The students unwrap them and from there they decide how they're 

going to set up the classroom. Al1 supplies are communal. There are no desks or tables. 



Every student has a plant that they bring into the classroom. Every student has their owo 

personai shelf. As the year progresses, 1 ihink that the children come to beiieve that eacb 

of us can learn fiom one another. This blurs my role as teacherileamer. 

As 1 rnentioned earlier, 1 believe that an inclusive vision of leaming needs to 

extend beyond the w a k  of the classroom. As a classroom community, we are always 

looking for ways that we c m  collaborate with other classrooms and with parents. One of 

the ways we connect wiîh the larger community is by inviting in West readers: students 

from other classroorns, moms and dads, grandmas and grandpas, and babysitters. This 

year as a way of locating ourselves in the community at large, we developed a year-long 

relationship with a bakery-a neighbourhood family business, across the Street from the 

school. 

1 would imagine that most people reading what 1 have just descnbed would say 

that this kind of curriculum sounds as if it makes good sense. But, in the current 

educationai climate, 1 am looked upon as a kind of radical. 1 don't think people outside of 

the classroom appreciate just how much pressure there is on teachers to conform to the 

specific outcomes in the curriculum documents. Certainly 1 c m  connect what I've 

descnbed with the curriculum documents, aithough this requkes sorne creative 

integration. I'm afraid that even this creative integration would raise a few eyebrows in 

my school division. 1 don? think there is an expectation that teachers wiil be curriculum- 

makers. 1 am not sure that my professional voice is welcome in curriculum decision- 

making. 



I want to be sure that my stance is clear. 1 am not opposed to the province setting 

out generai curriculum expectations. 1 just don't want these expectations to exclusively 

drive the educational agenda that 1 feel 1 should be creating with the children in our 

classroom. 1 see us as a community king involved in uncoverïng the cumcuium 

together, rather than my just covering the outcornes that have been dictated to me from 

someone outside of the classroom- 

This puts me at some risk in my school division, At the moment, my school 

division is very much just a mouthpiece for govemment policies. The leadership in the 

division doesn't seem to want to take a stand of its own: there's just a knee-jerk reaction- 

The govemment dictates somecfüng and my division follows, without stopping to reflect 

on whether this is a direction in wbich we think we should be headed. 1 don't think my 

school division has a vision or an overall plan. 1 keep asking 'what is the big picture?" 

1 think parents are confûsed too. 1 really believe that parents want the schools to 

address di of the child's needs as a human being, but the y are told that serving the child's 

intellectual needs is al1 that the school is prepared to deal with. 1 don't think it is clear to 

parents what rote they are supposed to play in their child's schooling. My sense is that 

parents aren't sure whether or not their voices wiU be honored and welcomed in their 

children's school. 

It was my own need to develop my voice that prompted me to return to the 

university for further studies. What the provincial govemment was teiling me and what 

my school division was echoing seemed to contradict much of what 1 believe in as a 

teacher and leamer. 1 was anxious to have some other voices to tbink with. Reading and 

taking with others has led to a lot of thinking about my own professional development. 



My professional understandings have come from: observing and reflecting on 

what the children are doing in our classniom; reflecting on how my practices support or 

interfere with children's leaming; the sustained dialogue 1 have had with colleagues; and, 

from reading and responding to articles and texts. Whether it was literacy education 1 was 

leamkg more about. or professional development in any other area, 1 would see it being 

necessary for me to be directly involved in collecting and interpreting data from my own 

classroom, talking about ihis data with coiieagues, and using professional readings to 

think about this data in new ways or with new language. Meaningfd practical 

understandings come about when 1 take risks, when 1 try out new strategies, or when 1 try 

to put an abstract idea into practice. 1 know that 1 need to risk if 1 am to Iearn. That's how 

professional renewal cornes about. 

Tirne is perhaps one of the biggest obstacles to professional development. There 

never seems to be enough tirne to experiment. I often feel overburdened and 

overwhelmed. Lately 1 have felt even more inundated than ever with new cumcula, with 

children's family issues, with record-keeping, and with expectations from my school 

administrator. 

My own professional development has certainly k e n  enhanced when 1 have not 

felt as if 1 was working alone. Whenever 1 have had opportunities for professional 

development in partnership with another teacher or as part of a group it has been so much 

easier to keep going. This solidarity is reaiiy important. When 1 have come up against 

obstacles, I've felt as if my colleagues were there to help me find m y  way around them. 

The camaraderie can be both supportive and energizing. Right now at Our school, we 

meet every Tuesday for an hour and we bring any articles, books, questions or issues that 



we want to explore. Our focus at the moment is on student portfolios. This has become a 

way for us to build a professional inquiry comrnunity. Coliegiality can support risk- 

taking. 

On the other hand, risk-tasking can be shut down when professional development 

endeavours are used by administrators to make evaluative decisions about teachers. For 

example, 1 might put together a portfolio as a way of tracking my learning in an area that 

1 hoped to strengthen. This would involve exposing and addressing my self-determined 

weaknesses as a teacher. This would be quite a different porîfolio, though, from one 1 

might put together to showcase my strengths. The f m t  kind of port6olio would 

undoubtedly be a far more valuable tool for supporting my continuing professional 

growth as a teacher. 1 certainly wouldn't want my administrator assessing this kind of 

portfolio, though, as a means of judging my cornpetence as a teacher. 

1 have a very clear sense that my administrator wouid view my professional 

developrnent as a way of assessing my performance as a teacher. 1 wonder what this 

would mean if I were to want to pursue some area of professional growth in an area that 

he  didn't deem valuable or that was in confiict with his values as an administrator. 

Should rny professional learning have to be validated by my administrator? What would 

this Say about what it means to be a professional? 

Asian Teachers' Perswctives 

Hao-Ying's Story 

This is the story of Hao-Ying, an international graduate student from China. Hao- 

Ying's f m t  degree is from Normal University, China. After receiving his teaching 



certificate tiom Teachers' College, he taught for six years at Yudai Elementary Schwl, in 

China. Hao-Ying came to the University of Manitoba's Faculty of Education to explore 

new methods of teaching and learning. His passion for learning and inquiry has taken 

him half way across the world. Hao-Ying came to Canada with the hope that it would 

provide him with the opportunity to develop excellence in bis use of English in reading, 

writing, Iistening, and especially, speaking. Having been hosted by a Canadian family in 

Manitoba, he has leamed about Canadian culture and he has practised his communicative 

English. This learning adventure has not always been easy. Hao-Ying bas faced many 

cultural and Linguistic hardships while studying in Canada These hardships have k e n  

outweighed, however, by his personal and professional growth. Hao-Ying's joumey to a 

foreign country has been part of his inward search for his own professional identity. His 

story is told below. 

Teaching is not easy work. As a teacher, 1 care about my students' learning and I 

feel the pressure of wanting to make a difference in their lives. Professiondy, it is my 

responsibility to know the subject matter of what 1 am teaching as well as the "why" and 

"how" of my teaching. 1 think that a professional teacher teaches to learn. As students' 

needs evolve and change, the teacher needs to respond. This means that there is a need 

for a teacher to be researching dl of the tirne. Professional leaming could go on forever 

and ever. 

As a teacher of language and literacy, 1 feel that 1 too need to be involved in 

regular reading, wnting, and researching myself, for my own personal and professional 

learning. And, while 1 know that what 1 believe as a teacher affects my actions in the 



classroom, I also recognize that my actions infonn what 1 beiieve. Theory and practice 

need to be examined together, throughout a teacher's career. 

Unfortunately, what 1 have just described is not what happeas by way of 

professional development in China. In China, professional development seminars are 

organized by school authorities. Seldom are teachers' needs assessed- Never are 

teachers' voices included in these seminam Instead, authorities lecture teachers. These 

authorities do not address the teachers' inquiry questions. Nor, is there any attempt made 

by these authorities to think about a teachefs needs, problems, concems or frustrations. 

Sadly, professional development is a joke. Professional development in-service 

sessions and workshops are considered by teachers to be quite useless-a waste of tirne, 

money and energies. Few sessions and workshops have any affect whatsoever on what 

teachers do in their classrooms. If a teacher wants to be promoted or to receive a pay 

raise, though, he or she bad better not miss one of these professionai serninars. Usuaiiy, 

teachers meet once-a-week to listen to administrators' instructions about policies or 

regulations on school affairs from the government. The teacher's job is to follow these 

directives. Reflection on and my democratic discussion of these directives is not 

encouraged or valued. Teachers do not participate in sharing their ideas dunag these 

meetings, nor do they ask questions about how they might inquire into something back in 

their classrooms. Generally, there is a lack of democracy, trust and opemess in Chinese 

schools. The question that 1 would ask is: "how can a teacher improve him or herself, 

w ithout positive reinforcement and encouragement &om school authonties?" 

In Chinese schools, the principal and other administrators (a large school would 

have a principal, a couple of vice-principals, a political instnictor, a general secretary of 



the Communist party, and a student advisor) have many rights and much more power 

than teachers. In fact, a principal c m  determine a great deal of what a teacher can or 

cannot do in his or her classroom. 

The decision-makuig of the principal, however, is restricted by a cumcdum 

which has been designed and issued by the central government. Official curricula 

documents dictate everything that is to be taught. Chinese teachers do not have the rïght 

to change any of this content. While teachers do not have the freedom to think about 

what is worth teaching in their own classrwrns, they can decide how they wiU go about 

teaching this pre-designed content. After a few years of teaching this same matetid over 

and over again, however, no matter how creative the delivery, teaching becomes very 

mechanical and without much thought. Locally developed crimcuia would be more 

relevant and meaningful to students and this would help to make teaching more 

in teres h g .  

1 do not like the top down, transmission system because each individual student 

has his or her unique character, Iearning style, diverse leaming needs and abilities that 

need to be addressed. But this is the educational tradition in China, 

In addition to tradition, this transmission approach to teaching is aiso a 

consequence of large class sizes and pressures teachers feel to cover the cumculum and 

mark students' assignments. In sorne densely populated areas, there could be as many as 

sixty students in one classroorn. In these teaching conditions, it is almost impossible to 

give children any individualized attention. Some students get lost. If their parents are 

well off they can hire older students as tutors. 



As you c m  tell, 1 would prefer a leamer-centred curriculum for both children and 

teachers. This does not mean that 1 would back out and let the students take over. They 

are limited in their knowledge: they do not always know what they want, where they 

want to go or how to get there. But, students should have some Say in what and how they 

Iearn. Teachers need this too in terms of their own personal and professional growth. 

Moving toward leamer-centred education in China would not be easy. Parents 

are used to judging good education on the basis of grades on exams. The students are 

also satisfied with high marks. Passing exams can get you into a higher level of 

education. There is much cornpetition for higher education. 

1 believe literacy is more than a score on a test. Literacy is education for Life. 

Reading should fülfdl both a student's intellectual and his or her aesthetic needs. Instead, 

in Chinese schools what children read and wnte about may be totaily removed fkom their 

experience. There is also much more emphasis placed on completing written exercises 

than on reading. If 1 had any Say in what happened in schools, 1 would love to see young 

children k ing  encouraged to choose their own stoty books to read. 1 wouId also 

encourage children to respond to shared reading experiences. Personally, 1 value 

children's participation as central to the literacy process. Children understand when they 

contribute their connections to what they read. Exchanging ideas with others also allows 

children to grow sociaily as weii as individually. A teacher must be knowledgeable about 

these ideas if he or she is to make a difference in the chiid's education. 

It is ironic that while the government expects teachers to develop students' 

reading comprehension abilities so that they can use the knowledge that they have gained. 

seldom do the exams attempt to measure comprehension or application of ideas. Most 



exams are tests of memory. Again, teachers have been left out of tbis process. Teachers 

are not happy about this, especially since the parents' evaluation of the teacher is based 

almost entirely on exam results. 

In te- of teacher education, the same khd of exam-driven thinking applies. In 

universities and teachers' coiieges, teachers study student Iearnuig and teaching 

methodologies, but in most cases they take these courses just to get credits and a degree. 

The most important reason for taking these courses is to pass the test or to get a good 

mark on a paper, so that you wiIi be qualified to teach. 

1 don? want to be too bleak about teaching in China. There are several 

professional development projects in iiteracy education that 1 know about. This has 

involved teachers in visiting other-usuaiiy more experienced-teachers' classrooms. 

Through observation and diaiogue these teachers expand their professional SUS. 1 hope 

there will be more of this kind of professional learning, where teachers learn fiom one 

another. It is also becomhg possible for teachers to take a leave for a week or two, with 

pay, to attend classes and to read. 

1 don? expect that there will be too much change in professional developrnent, 

however, until teachers are better paid and more hîghly-respected and vaiued. Teaching 

cannot be seen by the society to be just an occupation. 

Sujung's Story 

Sujung cornes from South Korea. She is an international graduate student in the 

Faculty of Education at the University of Manitoba. Sujung has several years of teaching 

experience at the Jungang Elernentary school in South Korea. She has a degree. 



specializing in education fÎom a teacher's college in South Korea. 

Sujung came to Canada to learn new philosophies and methods of teaching. Her 

educational joumey is closely related to her own personal and professionai development. 

Initially, when Sujung arrived in Canada she experienced culture shock and confusion 

because of the ciifferences between the Asian and Western educationai systems. It has 

been a challenge for her to study abroad, in a different culture and system of education. 

But, she beiïeves that there is no gain without some pain. Here is her story. 

For me, k ing  a professional teacher means being a lifelong leamer. Teaching is 

about much more than making a living. 1 have a passion for teaching and 1 see myself 

leaming al1 the time from teaching. In South Korean culture, a professional is a person 

who is interested in his or her own development and who has a strong cornmitment to his 

or her work and community. This is not just an inteiiectual commitment. It is also a 

philosophical and ethical c o d t m e n t .  For example, it would please me if teachers all 

over the world were to coiiectively reflect on the state of the world's environmental 

health and on strategies for establishing global, democratic societies. 

In South Korea, professional development is largely confined to attending week- 

long workshops and meetings twice a year, usudy held during teachers' summer and 

winter vacations. These sessions address new idormation on teaching methods and 

current expectations of the Ministry of Education. The South Korean govemment 

decides what wïii be covered. Experts deliver lectures to teachers. 

Teachers' voices are not heard or included in the planning or in the operation of 

the workshops themselves. In these professional development sessions, the teachers are 



treated like objects: they are passive participants in top-down sessions that have littie to 

do with their individual classroom situations, practical needs or philosophical concems. 

Attendance is compulsory and teachers are paid just for coming. If a teacher is interested 

in securing a promotion in the hiture, he or she must attend. My own learning needs, 

questions, and concerns related to my own classroom situation, always go far beyond 

what is presented in these sessions. I leave these professional development sessions 

feeling as if 1 have to resolve all of the real issues of teaching for myself. This is one of 

the principal reasons for my wanting to study abroad: 1 have been searching for others 

who would be interested in some of the same questions 1 am asking as a teacher. This is 

important to me. 1 came to Canada, without financial support, so that 1 could l e m  more 

about what 1 need to know to become a better teacher. 

The biggest barrier to professional education in South Korea is the top-down 

decision-making of school authorities and their one-way system of communication. In 

my opinion, greater collaboration in the educational community is necessary. Every 

participant in the educational community has the right to have his or her voice heard. As 

a teacher, 1 rnay feel as if 1 have a better way of teaching something, but 1 am powerkss 

to act on these ideas. For example, 1 think that my students could become stronger 

readen and wnten by writing and sharing their own stories, but 1 cannot let them do this 

because 1 feel pressured to teach the exact item in the curriculum that is supposed to be 

taught at that particular point in the year. 

This makes the South Korean educational system difficult for me to work in, 

because it is based on a hierarchy, dependent on power and authonty. 1 feel maginalised 

in my own country. Teaching rnethods are totally teacher-directed. And yet, as a teacher, 



al1 that 1 get to do is unquestioningly follow the official curriculum. 1 don? have any 

freedom to teach in a different way- 

One of the main reasons for this top-down approach is that it makes it easier to 

evaluate students on standardized tests. In other words, teachers in South Korea teach to 

standardized exams, which are offered twice each year. The South Korean govemment 

bureaucracy controls the standard exams and teachers spend a lot of t h e  preparing their 

students for these exams. Every year 1 was always ama-/ed at how much time was taken 

up in getting ready for the exams. This also means that a lot of time is spent in 

memorization, rather than trying to understand the materiai. Students c m  feel 

overwhelmed as the exams get closer. Personaily speaking, 1 don't beiieve in such 

standard exams, 1 remember, myself, that 1 forgot everything we had studied as soon as 

the exam was fuiished. There was no meaninml learning and there was definitely no 

relationship between what 1 was learning and how 1 live my Life. A student can do a good 

job on the exam and not do well in society as a person. 

I have trouble reconciling such an agenda with what 1 know from my studies of 

leamers and Ieaniing. For example, in South Korea, we do not expect students to 

participate in the classroom setting. In Canada it is the opposite. Canadian students 

have a responsibility to contribute to the classroom by presenting their own thoughts and 

opinions. Because of my studies, especially my reading, I have developed a student- 

oriented, constnictivist phiiosopby of education. 1 always try to think of the relationship 

between myself as a teacher and rny students as one in which we construct knowledge 

together. 1 also consider myself a pst-modemist and 1 am interested in current thinking 

about criticai pedagogy. 



Freirean pedagogy could move South Korean teachers toward what education 

might look like in the future. As an analytical tool, it could help us to examine or question 

our own oppressions. 1 would prefer a more democratic approach to education, where 

students and teachers were seen to be CO-leamers. In such a situation, the participants 

would not separate their analyses from their actions. Theoreticims and practitioners 

would think together. In so doing, they would redefine knowledge, remcving it fiom its 

current self-serving, elitist base, and democratizing the knowledge production process- 

This would challenge existing power relationships. University researchers and teacher 

researchers could develop new ways of relating to one another, and they could validate 

each other's ways of knowing. 1 beiieve it is important to put our theories and our 

practices up for critique and transformation. 

if 1 were to describe the current knowledge base in reading education 1 would 

have to Say that reading is for constructing meaning and knowledge. Reading puts 

leamen into community with others. Reading and wnting are tools for participating in 

the society and the culture. In South Korea, in the primary grades, the students are taught 

mainly basic skilis for how to read words and sentences. The focus is on relating the 

sound system and symbols and on the forms of writing, rather than on meaning. This 

means that grarnmar and structure are considered to be more important than meaning and 

the use of reading materials for learning about the world. This focus does not address the 

question of "whyn we would want to read, nor does it lead to critical and conceptual 

thinking. I would like to help my students to think much more critically and with much 

greater understanding when they read and write. 



1 would prefer to see students reading and writing a variety of texts, sharing their 

work with p e r s  and with parents. 1 would aiso like to see a shift away Erom an exclusive 

focus on grarnmar and language forms to a focus as well on meaning and the functional 

use of language for contextudy-based learning and knowledge production. 1 would also 

like to de-emphasize the role of memorization for test writing. 

Am 1 optùnistic that such changes or reforms wiil happen in literacy curriculum in 

South Korea? 1 can't Say so. It seems to me that it would be almost impossible to make 

such changes because the cumculum is set by authorities who do not listen to teachers. 

Such changes would also require a great amount of time, effort, and money. In South 

Korea, the education budget is very much based on the state of the current economy. 

When the economy goes down, educational conditions also deteriorate. Teachers, who 

feel they have no control over this hancial situation become discouraged and depressed. 

In spite of ai i  of this, when 1 envision my own professional development, 1 think 

about the word "good" professional development. The word "good" means the 

assignment of value and judgement about how 1 c m  rediy change or at least reflect on 

my ideas as a teacher. 1 want to become a good teacher instead of an effective teacher. 

For me, this means focussing on students' needs and the relationship between teachers 

and students. 1 need to think critically about what 1 have done in the classroom and how I 

can help my students' learning. My studies have helped me with this. 

"Goodw professional development would also go beyond my personal reading and 

reflection. 1 would be interested in using cornputer technology to communicate with 

other teachers (e-mail, discussion groups, sharing pedagogy on the internet . . .). This 



would provide a safe place to share ideas and to examine alternative. teaching choices. 

Democratic forums couid begin with such smaiI steps. 

Concludina Remarks 

After reading these four international, primary teachers' stories, as a reader you 

wiil have learned of their passions, accompiïshments, triais, challenges. hopes and drearns 

for professional development in literacy education. These two Canadian and two Asian 

(one Chinese and one South Korean) primary teachers have revealed their perceptions of 

themselves as professionals. They have commented on how much authority and freedom 

they believe that they have to make teaching decisions. Coilectively, they have 

commented on the tensions and challenges they face in the educational community. AU 

four have s h e d  their hopes and dreams. 

In Chapter Two, 1 highlighted what the research literature had to Say about 

professional development in literacy education. In the next and final chapter, 1 would like 

to hold up this literature review to the life stories of these four teachea. 



Chapter Five: Bringing the Research Literature 
and the Teachers' Stories Together 

In this final chapter 1 will review and analyse Anna's (Canada), Jay's (Canada), 

Hao-Ying's (China) and Sujung's (Korea) stories as portrayed in Chapter Four, in 

juxtaposition with the research literature on professional development education in early 

literacy and my own teacher story. 

These professional teachers are from different countries and linguistic 

backgrounds and they have varied teaching experiences, however, each of them is 

stmggling with his or her own professional growth within his or her respective 

educational system. Beyond the obvious differences in the educational systems of the 

three countries represented here, al1 four stories reveal sirnilarities in teacher beliefs, 

practices, problems, and hopes. 

The four participants in this study revealed private thoughts about their places 

within their educationai system, their understandings of teaching and teaching practices, 

and their professional development experiences. In the course of teliing their stories, each 

of these teachen fonned a new vision of himseif or herseif as a professional teacher and 

leamer. 

Like other proiessionals, these teachers wish to play an active role in their own 

ongoing learning. Each of them sees himself or herself in transition. They are ail looking 

for inspiration, encouragement, and support or direction fiom coiieagues, professional 

reading, school authorities, the local and Iarger societai community. AU four struggle 

with top-down, autocratie and fixed programs of professional development. As well. aU 

four see themselves as involved in a continuing journey of searching for meaningfulness 



and insight as teachea. They al i  wonder how they can be "good" teachers who effectively 

support and facilitate their students' Literacy educations. They also accept that 

professionai development means chaiienging their assumptions about teaching, leaniing, 

and inquiry in order to keep abreast of students' diverse needs in a changing educational 

system. 

In their desire to be active agents in their own professionai education, these four 

teachers agree with the professionai development reseacch wntings of Basica (1996), 

Hargreaves ( 1994), and Little ( L 993) who argue that educational policies "increasingly 

require teachers to expand their professionai respoasibilities beyond the traditionai realm 

of classroom practice - to develop curriculum with coiieagues rather than leaving such 

development to curriculum 'experts', to participate in school prograrns and policies rather 

than leaving them up to administraton, and to continue to update their technical skilis, 

their understanding of their students, and their subject expertise" (Little, p. 1). Fullan 

(1982) also argues that educational change has to be undeatood and accepted by ail those 

who are involved-teachers, administrators, educators, government, parents, and students. 

Fullan points out that changing understandings and acceptance of changes in teaching 

take time and requires considerable encouragement (p. 12). Iano (1986) concun with 

Fullan and suggests that effective professionai development is a complex business that 

cannot be addressed in a randorn, short-term fashion. 

With the benefit of the four teachers' "insider" stories, 1 would like to now return 

to the seven conditions of effective professional development that guided my synthesis of 

the research literature in Chapter Two. The conditions 1 identified were: teachers' 

appreciation of the importance of professional development; teachers involvement in 



determining k i r  own professional development needs and opportunities; active, critical 

inquiry as a central component of the professionai development experience; the sharing of 

multiple perspectives through professionai development experiences; ongoing d e c t i o n  

as a major component of professional development; a democratic context for professional 

development; and, the requirement that teachers have a solid knowledge base in reading. 

Teachers' A~~reciation of the lmmrtance of Professional 

My research has led me to defme a professional teacher in literacy education as 

someone who is involved in and who is always seeking to leam more about the best 

possible literacy teaching practices, in order to meet the changing needs of his or her 

students. He or she is engaged in his or her own fmthand iiteracy learning. He or she 

also participates in self-directed and self-critical inquiries in an effort to becorne a more 

knowledgeable and effective teacher. And, finaily, he or she is someone who 

collaborates with his or her colleagues in producing and sharing literacy teaching 

knowledge. A final report (1987) to the Manitoba Teachers' Society, "Professionai 

Development: Enhancing the Quality of Teaching and Leamhg in Manitoba," offers a 

valuable perspective on the professionai growth of teachers. This document describes 

professional development as: 

formai and informai activities intended to foster the growth of educators-persons 
whose growth enriches their teaching and their relationship with students, as 
professionals whose increasing cornpetence enables them to carry out theu roles 
more effectively, and as staff rnembers whose coiiegial relationships have an 
effect on the motivatioa and skills of others and who will be able to implement 
cumcular and other changes. (p. 1) 



For Anna, a professional teacher is "someone who is knowledgeable about the 

area that she works in." According to Jay: "the term professional teacher means king a 

learner. Once one becomes a teacher, one's leaming never stops." Hao-Ying explaios 

that a professional teacher is someone who "teaches to learn," and someone who responds 

to the changing and evolving needs of students. A teacher, in Hao-Ying's rnind, is 

someone who is "researching aU of the time" and who is leamhg "forever and ever." 

Sujung agrees with her colieagues that the term professionai teacher means king "a 

Iifelong learner," but she extends this def~ t ion  beyond the intellechial cornmitment to 

the philosophical and ethical commitments of professional teaching. These ideas are 

summarized in Barth's (1997) statement: "Men teachers stop growing [learning]. so do 

their students" (p. 50). 

1 note similarities among the four teachea' appreciations of the importance of 

professionai development. Al1 four participants highlighted the value of professional 

devalopment and claimed that the reasoa they continue their educational joumey is not 

for personal material gain but to enhance their knowledge for their own sake, for the sake 

of their students and for the sake of the profession. These four teachea believe that 

professional education is a lifelong leaming process, and that, accordingly, to become the 

best teacher possible, one must continuously upgrade his or her own knowledge-base in 

iiterac y education. 

It was a personal and fmancial hardship for Sujung to corne to another country to 

enhance her professionai development, but she did so in an effort to "learn more about 

what [she] needed to know to become a better teacher" and in altruistic search "for others 

who would be interested in some of the same questions [she] was asking as a teacher." 



Hao-Ying, a Chinese teacher, stressed the value of professional development and he 

pointed out that like his students, he recognized that he  too needed "to be involved in 

regular reading, writing, and researching m e l f l ,  for m s ]  own personal and 

professional learning." As a teacher, myseif., I agree with Hao-Ying and 1 believe that 

teaching and learning are ongoing processes based in part on our own fmthand 

experiences. 

What I have learned from the four teachers' stories is that our teaching must be 

frrmly rooted in our values and beliefs. Because Jay believes teachers are leamers, he 

appreciates that professional development is essential. As a learner, Jay wanted "other 

voices to think with." He wanted to increase his knowledge through others' perspectives 

and experiences and this drew him back to the university. Anna, too, acknowledges the 

importance of serious, sustained professionai development: "the most significant thing 1 

have done as far as my own professional development has been to return to university to 

work on my Master's degree in literacy education." 

Teachers' Involvement in Determinina Their Own Professional 
ûevelo~ment Needs and O~mrtunities 

There could be no doubt that the four teachers who participated in tbis study 

believe in the need for teachers to determine their own professional development needs 

and opportunities. Anna was very clear about her feeiing that professional development 

needed 'to be planned more locaily, at the school level." In her discussion of her new 

understandings of children's connections between oral and written language and drawing, 

she identified focussed learning goals that she had set for herself: "1 am interested in 



leamïng more about the relationships among these various 'languages' in childrea's 

literacy development." Foilowing these comments, she added: ''1 also want to leam a lot 

more about how to make reading processes more visible to the children." Not unlike 

Anna, Jay expressed fmstration with professional development that is "left up to the 

school administration or to the school division to decide-" He was deeply concerned that 

in planning professional development, "teachers' voices are often silenced" and their 

questions are ignored- And, while Hao-Ying's professionai development experïences 

occurred on the other side of the world, he said much the same as Jay had said: teachers' 

needs are not assessed, their voices are not included, and inquiry questions are not 

addressed. He argued that just as his students needed to have some Say in what and how 

they learn, that 'teachers need this too in terms of their own personal and professional 

growth." Sujung echoes these sentiments. She described how "teachers' voices are not 

heard or included in the planning or in the operation of the [professional development] 

workshops themselves." This left her with the feeIing that her "leaming needs, questions, 

and concerns reiated to [her] own classroom situation" had not been resolved. 

Researchers such as McCormick and James (1998) agree with the teachers in my 

study. They argue that effective professional development depends upon the involvement 

of the participants in the process: "cornmitment can o d y  be achieved if those involved 

feel they have control of the process . . . whereas, they wiil resist change that is forced 

upon themn (p. 11). Similarly, Wideen (1986) argues that the old mode1 of doing 

professional development to teachers is no longer acceptable: "In the past, teachers were 

objects to be 'in-serviced'; they were seen as individuals without a context" (p. 124). 



The teachers' collective plea to be treated as professionals willingly to take 

responsibiiity for their continuing Iearning cannot go unheaded. These teachers are 

demanding that they be viewed as 'active agents" in their continuing learning. They seek 

to be respected as learners with varied interests, backgrounds, points of view, goals, 

concerns, needs and aspirations. They are not satisfied with cookbook recipes from 

experts who cannot imagine their own and their students' needs, concems and dilemmas. 

Active. Critical lnauiw as a Central Commnent of the 
Professional Develonment Exnerience 

Over the last decade, a number of researchers have stressed the centrality of 

teachers' own inquiries/'teacher research" to their professional development. This is in 

contrast to the usuai expectation of teachers being primarily passive consumers of 

university researchers' expertise. 1 believe that a teacher's own inquiry can provide him 

or her with insight into the relationship between his or her theoretical and values 

assumptions and his or her practices. As teachers inquire, in the context of their own 

classrooms, they have the potential to learn more about their students' needs and how 

they can r n o w  their teaching to best support the particular learners gathered around 

them. 

Linda Crafton (1997) explains that "teacher inquiry is about teachers generating 

their own knowledge about teachingn (p. 5). On the basis of their research, Barnet and 

Young (1998), dong with h h e  (1993). c l a h  that inquiry/teacher research and ongoing 

problem-posing and problem-solving do more to help teachers analyse their cunent 

practices and reshape them, than perhaps any other single f o m  of professional 



development. Teacherilriven inquiry models-as the National Councïi of Teachers of 

English (NCTE) recognizes-honour the complexity of the knowledge base of teaching, 

invite teachers' authentic questions, and enable teachers to pursue their questions in a 

systematic and self-critical fashion (1998; p. 6). 

Through active inquiry, teachers develop their voices as reflective leamers and 

researchers. Jay tells us that his professional understandings have corne from his reading 

and talking with others. but aiso h m  'obsenring and retlecting on what the chiidren are 

doing in Our classroom" and by "reflecting on how my practices support or interfere with 

children's learning." Anna agrees: "1 enjoy king involved in ongoing research in my 

own classroom. This is one way that I keep learning." Hao-Ying connects the practice of 

observation and reflection to his involvement in theory-construction: "while 1 know that 

what 1 believe as a teacher affects my actions in the classroom, I also recognize that my 

actions inform what 1 believe." Sujung takes Hao-Ying's statement a step further. She 

locates the usuai separation of teaching theory and practice in the traditional hegemonic 

relationship of theoreticians to practitioners- Sujung argues that researchïng one's own 

practice enables a teacher to participate in the knowledge production process. Doing this, 

she points out, could potentiaiiy challenge "existing power relationships" and situate 

university researchers and teacher researchers in a new relationship where one another's 

"ways of knowing" were both validated. 

Active, inquiry is about coming to understand the classroom learning environment 

in more depth and more detail. But it is also more than this. Inquirykeacher research is 

as Sujung and Jay suggest, a way of "entering the conversation about educationn-a 

conversation that has often in the past excluded teachers' voices. 



The Sharina of Multi~fe Persmctives Throuah Professional 
Develo~ment Exmrience 

In his writings on school improvement, Roland Barth (1997) expresses his 

commitment to sharing perspectives through collaboration in professional development: 

"1 expect al1 of us to work together, help one another, and make our knowledge availablen 

(p. 33). In his long years of research in professional development, Barth identifies and 

attributes special ~ i ~ c a n c e  to the collegial relationships between teachers and 

administrators: 

1 think that the problem of how to change things from "In to "we,*of how to 
bring a good measure of coilegiality and relatedness to adults who work in 
schools, is one that belongs to the national agenda of school improvement- 
at the top. It belongs to the top because the relationships among adults in a 
school are the basis, the precondition, the sine qua non that allows and energizes 
and sustains al1 other attempts. Uniess adults [teachers, administrators] talk with 
one another, and help one another, very little will change. (p. 32) 

For Barth (1997), and for other researchers such as Newman (1997) and Stoll(199 l), 

collegiality and congeniality are absolutely key to successfd professional renewal. Stoll 

(199 1) writes: 

Students benefit academicaüy when their teachers share ideas, cooperate in 
activities and assist one another's inteliectual growth. In the more effective 
schools, the emphasis is on teachers as learners, as well as students as learners. 

Staff exhibit cohesiveness, identiQ problems and take action, and have a shared 
approach to planning. (p. 77) 

Stoll(1991) sums up this position with the comment that "effective schools are 

characterïsed by a culture of collaboration in which all of the partners within the school . . 

. share a commitment to work together to develop the schools' learning environment" (p. 



Hao-Ying's hopes for professional development in China are pinned on their 

being more opporhmities in the future for teachers to "leam fiom one another." Sujung 

too, is hungry for social learning. She sees technology as perhaps creating a "safe place 

to share ideas and to examine alternative, teaching choices." Jay describes himself as 

"seeking coilaborative relationships." He is not Iooking just for someone to confirm his 

beliefs, but rather, he is interested in "authentic dialoguen. He welcomes "diversity rather 

than shunning it." Jay appreciates that the differences help us to reexamine what we 

believe in a new Light For Jay, it is the "sustained dialoguen with coileagues over time 

that will provide him with opportunities for professional renewai. He told me: "Whenever 

1 have had opportunities for professional development in partnenhip with another teacher 

or as part of a group it has been so much easier to keep going. This solidarity is redy 

important." Jay saw this sustained collegiai relationship as "supporting his risk-taking." 

Anna was also so attracted to the potential of learning with and from her colleagues that 

she thought she might pursue a position as a resource teacher some day, so that she could 

have such conversations. 

Al1 of the participants in tbis study felt isolated. There was little time for these 

teachers to share their questions, findings, or concerns. All four of the teachers were 

desperate for a supportive space in which their ideas could be heard, respected and 

valued. in the increasingly pluralistic, global community in which we live, there was a 

recognition among the teachers that sharing perspectives would, in turn, enhance their 

abilities to accommodate the diversity of student needs within their classrooms. 



From the teachers' perspective, 1 have already addressed the idea of ongoing 

refiection within my discussion of teacher inquiry. 1 do not believe that there c m  be 

effective "actionw researc h without accompanyïng critical reflection. M e r  interviewhg 

the four teachers, 1 now better understand the notion of upraxis"-theoretical 

practice/practical theorizing. Tàeory and practice may be different acts, but each 

reciprocally informs the other. In this section, 1 wiil confine my remarks to the research 

literature. 

Schon ( 1987) contends that "king reflective is a critical feature of king a 

professional" (p- 161). The research Literanire is absolutely filied with voices (Newman 

(1 987); Goswami and Stillman (1987); Lester and Miller (1987); Schindele, (1985); Iano 

(1986); Skrtic, (1986); Schon, (1987); Barton, (1988); Heshusius, (1989); and Ainscow 

(199 l), among many otheo) advocating that teachen assume the role, and see themeIves 

as, "reflective practitioners". Patterson and Shannon (1993) describe such a role as 

involving teachers in: 

moments of reflection and inquiry in order to take action that will help their 
students l e m  better. In a sense, then, ai i  good teachers participate in teacher 
research because they reflect about students' leaming (and their own), inquire 
through multiple data sources (observations, analysis of artifacts, conferences, and 
the like), and then act on their new conclusions. (p. 8) 

Of course, teachers need time if they are to do this. Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin (1995) support this contention. They write that it is critical that times be 

specifically set aside for teachers to reflect critically on their practice and to fashion new 

knowledge and beliefs about content, pedagogy, and leamers. And yet, fiom ali that we 



heard the teachers Say, it seems as if their reflective voices were not welcome at ail or 

were less welcome than they once were (in the case of the two Canadian teachers). The 

research literature values and advocates what seems to be not valued in practice. This 

remains an unresolved contradiction. 

A Democratic Cantext for Professional Develo~ment 

It is important to note that even though the pariicipants in this research study 

corne from two very different regions of the world-Asia and North America-with vastly 

different politicai systems and different cultural and academic traditions, ali four of the 

participants raised similar concems about the need for a democratic context in which to 

grow profëssionally. They seemed almost to speak with a single voice: "our voices are 

often silencedn; "1 have a right to have my voice heard"; "1 don't think you can mandate 

teaching methods"; "curriculum documents are more restrictive than they used to ben; 

"authonties lecture teachersn; "teachers' inquiry questions are not addressedw; "teachers 

are treated as objectsn; "1 feel marghalisedn. . , . 

AI1 of the participants in this study felt as if they were not valued, contributing 

partnen in the education decision-making process. Anna observes: 'In Manitoba. we've 

moved to 'results-based, performance outcornes and standards' so as teachers we are 

being told specificaüy what to teach and where children are 'supposed to be'." Anna 

believes that changes in the current provincial curriculum have senously eroded her 

professional decision-making powers: "1 am legaiiy obligated to make sure that every 

single item identified in print is dealt with in my classroom. This doesnJt leave me with 



much time to deal with childrenrs questions." Anna's comments reflect Me1 Ainscow's 

(1991) concem that ". . . individual teachers must have sufficient autonomy to make 

flexible decisions chat take account of the individuai needs of their pupils and their 

uniquenessn (p. 10). 

Jay, the other Canadian teacher, echoes Anna's sentiments: "As the govermnent 

has moved to more standardized cumcula, valuing diversity has become more difficult.n 

"Learning that fails outside of these intended outcornes is seen as unimportant" Like 

Anna, Jay feeis as if there is much less rwm than there once was for the contribution of 

his professional judgements and knowledge. He feets alone: "my school division is very 

much just a mouth piece for govemment policies." "The government dictates something 

and my division follows, without stopping to reflect on whether this is a direction in 

which we think we should be headed." Jay wants to know where his school division is 

headed-"what is the 'vision,' 'overail plan' or 'big picture'?" he asks, and where does he 

fit in? Heron (198 1), writing about the importance of a democratic context, lends support 

to JayJs worries: "persans, as autonornous beings, have a mord nght to participate in 

decisions that daim to generate knowledge about them." "Such a nght . . . protects them . 

. . from king managed and manipulated" (p. 13). 

Sujung, coming from quite a different politicai and educational context has the 

same worry as Jay and Anna about the lack of democracy in decision-making within her 

educational cornmunity. She describes herself as "powerless" to act on her own 

professional judgements, because of the specific dictates of cumcula: "al1 that 1 get to do 

is unquestioningly foilow the official curriculum. 1 donJt have any fieedom to teach in a 

different way." 



Hao-Ying, told me again and again how his job was to foiiow directives, not to 

question them: "Reflection on and any democratic discussion of these directives is not 

encouraged or valued . . . ." "Generaily, there is a Iack of democracy, trust and openness 

in Chinese schwls." 

Severai of the four participants in this study also referred to the imbalance of 

power between themselves and their school principals, With the exception of Anna, 

whose principals seemed benignly supportive of whatever she did, the participants in this 

study did not see their principals as facilitating their growth. Barth's (1997) research 

speaks to the frequency of this situation. He writes that the reason for "nsing numbers of 

teacher dropout and bumout is that the school principals, sometimes unwittingly, fmd 

themselves to be inhibitors, not facifitators, of the teachers growth" (p. 5 1). Not unlike 

Sujung, Barth believes that small steps can be taken to create a more democratic culture 

in schooling. He suggests that professional growth begins with a democratic relationship 

between teacher and principal and between teacher and teacher. if 'mutual respect', 

'authentic dialogue', and 'collaborative relationships' were to be supported among 

professional coueagues, as Jay suggests, this might invite greater democratic discussion 

among al1 the participants in the larger educational community. 

A Solid Knowledae Base in Readinq 

In conversation with the four teachers, 1 repeatedly heard each of them express his 

or her desires to become more knowledgeable about what and how he or she was 

teaching. Jay explained how he would draw upon current professional literature in 



literacy ieaming to think about bis own classroom research data in "new ways" or with 

"new language". Anna views the professional literature as a tool for helping her to resist 

the pressure to "leap ont0 the newest literacy bandwagon." Hao-Ying would like to 

implement some of the literacy practices in other educational systems that he has been 

reading about in the professional Literature. He is also hopeful about the literacy 

education projects in his own country that pair teachers together so that they can Ieam 

from one another. WMe Sujung did not expect that literacy curriculum reforms would be 

taking place soon in her country of South Korea, she, like Hao-Ying, had definite ideas 

about the kinds of changes she would iike to see in literacy teaching. Also, like Hao- 

Ying, these changes were based on her study of literacy teaching and leaming practices in 

other education systems. These f o u  teachers aiready recognize what Linda Crafton 

(1997) points out in the research literature: "[tJhe increased complexity of o u  knowledge 

base is a strong argument for a professional development mode1 that results in 

continuous, 'deep' l e h g  guided by the leamer's (teacher's) need and outside support" 

(P. 6) .  

In both my conversations with the teachers and my reading of the professional 

literature regarding the curent knowledge base in reading, there was unanimity that 

reading meant making sense of text. In "Learning to Read: The Never Ending Debate," 

Frank Smith (1995). returns to the same argument he has k e n  making for over 20 years, 

that teachers must be sure that the text is meaningfbl to children and that it relates in 

some way to their Life experiences. According to Smith (1995); Wells (1986); and 

Peterson & Eeds (1990), children are "bom makers of meaning" (Peterson & Eeds, 1990, 

P. 6)- 



1 also believe that like knowledge construction, reading is a social process, 

wherein. readers fieely contribute their ideas to create mutual understandings. If we taik 

with others about what we have read, we cm revisit the text with perspectives we would 

not have had on our own. Sometimes, in discussion about a reading, we make 

connections we had not previously put together. Or, at other times, others confirm what 

we thought or felt about a reading. In this way, teacher and students become CO-leamers 

in the reading process. As readers, we can think together as coiiaborators (Woodward & 

Serebnn, 1989; p- 394). AU of the participants in this study, saw a role for teachers and 

children to read texts together as CO-leamers. 

Often researchers address theoretical issues and assume that it is an easy step to 

apply theory in practice. Schwab (1969) writes: "Cunicularists in particular aod 

educationists in general have become so infatuated with theory and with inteliectual 

respectability that they fail to recognize that the practice of education was not a 

theoretical undertahg but a practicai one" (p. 52). The participants supporteci this 

contention. AU four teachers mentioned that throughout their careers they would be 

engaged in an ongoing professioaal struggie to fit theory to practice. And, as 1 have 

already pointed out, several of the participants described how theory too was informed by 

practice. 

The lack of fit between what the teachers understood about the reading process 

and what cumculum documents or standards and standardized tests required them to do, 

created enormous professional tensions. Teachers, as Literate persons. ought to be 

involved in discussion and debate of cumculum texts, as the same way that they would 

respond to any other text. Curriculum documents ought to reflect the best of what we 



know in both theory and practice. They ought to support teachers in their woric, rather 

than restricting their professional des.  

Through their conversations with me, the four teachers in this study heard and 

read their own "wholen stories for the first tirne, Each of them told me that this in itseL€ 

was an empowering experience. Through this pmcess they came to better appreciate their 

knowledge, their struggies, their plans, and their hopes. In reading each other's stones, 

we each heard simüarïties to our own story. We recognized that geography, traditions. 

and politics alter the context of a teacher's story, but much of this story is universai. 

Teaching is about estabiishing and nuauring Ieaming relationships. When teachers are 

leamers, their leaming needs to be supported and nurtured too. 

Further Studv 

This study was not conducted with the intent of presenting £inai answers, 

solutions or recipes for change. Rather, as a teacher and researcher, it has led me to new 

questions, which 1 offer to other professional teachersfresearchers. At the end of this 

study, 1 am left with the following lingering questions: why it is that we know so much 

about what constitutes worthwhiie professional development and yet we do not use this 

knowledge in practice? ; how do we reconcile teachers' expenential and theoretical 

knowledge with highly specific, lock-step, state mandated curricula? ; what happens to 

teachers (like the ones in this study), whose consciousness has k e n  raised and whose 

knowledge base has been strengthened through self-directed professional development, 



when the contexts in which they teach are neither supportive of their professional efforts 

nor encouraging of change? ; as resources are reduced in public education, what new and 

creative ways can school divisions and responsible levels of govemment fmd to support 

sustained teacher reflection and inquïry-bath for individual teachers and for coliegial 

teacher communities? ; how can educators more effectively participate in conversations 

about literacy learnïng and teaching with the larger educational community? 
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Appendix A 
Letter of Invitation and Consent 

Khalida Tanvir S yed 
1 14-99 Dalhousie Dr. 
Winnipeg, MB 
R3T 3M2 
(204) 275-3429 
March 5, 1999 

Dear Feliow Graduate S tudentfïeachel-; 

1 am a graduate student at the University of Manitoba. Presently 1 am conducting 
research for my thesis, as part of the requirements for the MEd- degree. The titie of my 
researc h s tudy is Teachers 'Stories: Insiders 'Perspectives on Their O wn Professional 
Development in Literacy Education. 

Through this research, 1 wish to lem more about the problems and promise of 
professionai development in Reading education, as you have experienced and thought 
about professionai development in this area of study as an elementary teacher yourself. 
Because 1 am interested in thinking openly, criticaliy, and deeply about professionai 
development potentials in my home country of Pakistan, 1 am interested in how your 
expenences and understandings of professional development in Reading education in 
your country can enrich my learnulg. 1 am aiso cunous about the relationship between 
your expenences and the ideas discussed in the professional development literature in 
Reading education. 

1 plan to interview you for no more than 5 hours in total. This five hours will be 
divided into two, 2-hour interviews and a fiad 1-hour interview. In the fmt interview, I 
will ask questions similar to the sample question provided in Appendix B. I wiii audio 
tape this interview and make field notes of my observations dunng the interview. The 
purpose of the questions that 1 ask will be to elicit your experiential stories and thinking 
about professional development in Reading education as a professionai, elementary 
teacher. In the second, follow-up, audio-taped interview, we WU 'go over' the transcript 
of the fmt  interview and 1 will share my field note interpretations with you. At this time, 
1 will invite you to clarify and elaborate upon this fmt interview. In the third interview, 1 
will once more share my interpretations of the fmt  two interviews with you, in an effort 
to 'veriQ1 my interpretations. 

Please be assured that all information provided to me wili be kept strictly 
confidentid. Your name will not be recorded. Once my research study is over 1 wiil 
erase the audio tapes of our interview. 



Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. If, during the interview, or  
at any other tirne over the course of the study, you wish to withdraw from the study, you 
are free to do so without penalty. Should this become the case, aii interview information 
which you have provided wiii be deleted from the study. 

The research findings of thîs study should be completed in the month of June, 
L999. Upon completion, 1 wiii arrange to share a sumrnary of the findings with you. If 
you are unable to meet with me in person 1 wiil mail this summary to you. 

Additional information about my study can be obtained fiom me at the address 
listed above, or from my thesis advisor at the University of Manitoba, Dr. Wayne 
Serebrin, 474-9024. 

If you are w i b g  to participate in my research study, please sign the 
accompanying consent form and retum it to me in the enclosed stamped, self-addressed 
envelop. If you agree to participate, 1 will arrange a fmt  interview at a time and location 
convenient for you. 

Sincerel y, 

Khalida Tanvir S yed 



Consent to Pampate 

1, , am willing to participate in the research study 
described in the accompanying consent letter. 1 understand that 1 c m  withdraw at any 
time with no penalty. The information 1 provide in the interviews may be reported 
anonymously in the thesis identified by Khalida Tanvir Syed as 'Teachers' Stones: : 
Insiden' Perspectives on Professional Development in Literacy Education. 

Signature of Consent Date 

Signature of Researcher Date 



Appendix 8 
SampSe lnferview Questions 

What does the term "professional" teacher mean to you? 

As an elementary teacher, what are (or were) your perceptions of your society's Literacy 
expectations of the children you teach (or taught)? [further prompts would include: the 
children's expectations; the parents' expectations; your expectations; the expectations of 
your school and school division; govemment expectations, as expressed through 
curriculum and other documents and policies; and, expectations of other stakeholders, 
expressed through media and through other sources]. 

How would you describe the current knowledge base in Reading education? What are 
some of the most significant understandings educators have of Reading today? 

What are (were) your perceptions of your own leaming needs with respect to society's 
expectations of the chiidren you teach (taught) (including your perceptions of the 
children's present and future needs as readea)? What are (were) your perceptions of your 
own leaming needs with respect to the current knowledge base in Reading? 

In your own local context. as a teacher, in what different ways have you participated in 
"continued learning/inquiry" about Reading as a professional educator? 

What or who was supportive of such professional development endeavors? What 
interfered with your professional leaming about Reading education? 

How would you envision effective professional development in Reading education? 



Letfer to accompany Transcript and Data Analysis 

Khalida Tanvir S yed 
1 14-99 Dalhousie Dr 
Winnipeg, MB 
R3T 3M2 
(204) 275-3429 
April 10, 1999 

Dear Teac hers: 

1 am wnting to thank you for your recent participation in the research study related to rny 
thesis entitled: Teachers ' Ston-es: Insiders ' Perspectives on Their O wn Professions l 
Development in Liferacy Education. Your participation will not o d y  help in the 
successful cornpletion of my Master's Degree in Education at the University of 
Manitoba, but it wili also contribute to the body of professional literature related to 
teacher training and professionai development, 

1 have now completed aU interviews and have transcribed the data from each- Enclosed is 
the transcript and narrative report or data andysis from your interview. 

Please review this data and contact me at (204) 275-3429 to arrange a time for a follow- 
up interview to gain further insight into your perspective on staff deveIopment: edit or 
revise as you feel is necessary. This foilow-up interview session will be arranged at your 
convenience, 

1 really appreciate yow most valuable contribution of sharing your educational beliefs, 
time, and expenences. Upon completion of my study, 1 shall be happy to share the 
findings of my research with you. 

Thank you for your involvement in this study. 

Yours tnlly, 

Khalida Tanvir Syed 




