Engaging with each other: how interactions between teachers inform professional practice



Aims of the project
The main aim of the project was to evaluate the contribution of between-teacher interactions in the workplace to the development of teachers’ craft knowledge. In so doing it sought to judge the value of such interactions in relation to other learning opportunities, such as engagement with research. 

The project set out to identify: 

· what sort of interactions typically took place in a large and busy department, and how; 

· 
· what was the relative usefulness of formal and more ad-hoc interactions;

· how different individuals might be more or less influenced by different interactions; 

· how interactions were processed by teachers into tacit knowledge;

· what human, systemic and environmental factors encouraged or discouraged interactions; and

· how schools might maximise the potential for interactions to occur and thus accelerate the acquisition of the wisdom of practice.

Context
The project was based in a large Secondary History department in an independent boarding school. Data were collected over a two year period. During this time twelve teachers contributed to the data through group or individual interview. These teachers ranged in experience from thirty years in the profession to NQTs.

Summary of main findings

The project found that:

· different types of interaction contributed to craft knowledge in different ways;

· environmental factors significantly informed and shaped the nature of the interactions and influenced their effectiveness;

· interactions between teachers were most prevalent in departments which fitted the definition of ‘professional learning communities’;

· interactions contributed to the process of ‘internalisation’ of knowledge enabling the teachers to reflect in action rather than merely on action;

· human, environmental and systemic barriers which existed in the workplace  reduced the learning potential of interactions;

· in-context or ‘experiential’ learning was the most effective type; and

· it was possible to identify strategies that schools could adopt to remove barriers and accelerate the professional learning process of teachers. 
Background
The project grew out of earlier work carried out for a Doctorate in Education at UEA Norwich. In a comparison of teaching approaches used by linguists and scientists within a large secondary school, the ‘sharing of good ideas’ evident on the part of the linguists emerged as a significant explanation for the greater degree of cohesiveness visible in their working relationships. This prompted further and more detailed analysis of this notion for my final thesis. At the time the Teacher Training Agency and Department for Education and Skills were vigorously promoting teacher engagement with research as a useful component of professional development. The notion that engagement with each other might be at least as useful was a motivating factor.

Findings

What is the influence of the ‘Habitat’?



It was found that the particular nature of the department studied, informed and shaped the nature of interactions and largely determined their effectiveness. School departments have been characterised in a number of ways from the more socially cohesive ‘bonded’ or ‘bundled’ departments to the more ‘split’ or ‘fragmented’ (Siskin 1994). This department displayed features of the more socially cohesive types, where although members worked collaboratively with a high degree of commitment to common goals and a high degree of support for one another, there was still a strong sense of the teachers as an individual. 
The location and layout of the department itself was also an important determinant of the nature of interactions. In this case the department had a large central resources room with work areas for all of the teachers. Comfortable chairs and a coffee machine encouraged them to remain once they had entered. It acted, therefore, as the hub of the department. Teaching rooms were contiguous and teachers could easily see colleagues’ rooms from the central room. These geographical factors contributed to an open culture across the teachers of the department; interaction was routine and separateness avoided.
Our evidence indicated that teachers taught each other through a complex matrix of relationships and social exchanges whilst experiencing and working on the same challenges and tasks such as common approaches to coursework preparation. The habitat in which the teachers functioned was thus found to be crucial. 
It has been argued that the most effective departments are ‘professional communities’ or ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger 1998) and that there are different types of learning community, the ‘traditional professional community’ and the ‘teacher learning community’ (Warren-Little 1999). Research has found that socially cohesive communities are best for interactions and the department studied fitted the profile of a ‘professional learning community’. It has also been argued that in such departments factors exist which encourage teachers to enter into a relationship both with their surroundings and with each other, thereby building on socially contextualised departmental culture. There was very strong evidence that this had been occurring over some considerable time in the department studied.

What are the different types of interaction?
It was found that two main categories of interactions routinely took place in the workplace - ‘planned’ or ‘strategic’ and the more ‘ad-hoc’. These generic types had different characteristics, but also some in common. For example, planned interactions, such as departmental meetings, were essentially strategic and of relevance to more than one teacher. ‘Frameworking’ interactions, on the other hand, also a planned interaction, involved perhaps only two teachers, for example the Head of Department and NQT. These tended to focus on particular issues mainly of relevance to beginning teachers. ‘Hard copy’ exchanges, such as the sharing of a worksheet or the sending of an e-mail, were interactions where there might not be oral contact but where learning was still exchanged. 
Among the more ‘ad hoc’ interactions which took place, ‘casual conversations’ between two teachers or ‘multi-conversations’ between several were more spontaneous and useful in different ways. Similarly ‘collisions’ or ‘bumping into each other’ served many useful purposes, mainly in terms of problem solving.
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How do interactions inform professional knowledge?
It was found that the different types of interaction made different contributions to professional learning. Planned interactions promoted more considered reflection with ad-hoc interactions being described by the teachers as being more ‘dynamic’. 
Interactions between the teachers clearly acted as ‘nodes for the exchange and interpretation of information’ (Wenger 1995). It was clear that they presented learning opportunities and what was suggested was that teachers moved through a number of cognitive phases from the ‘beginner’ to the more ‘expert’. It was clear that ‘expert’ teachers continued to learn, however, with experienced teachers reporting having learnt new approaches and interventions from the beginning teachers in the department.

The teachers suggested that learning opportunities made the most difference to a process of ‘mediation’; a meeting following an observation where the observer and observed teacher discussed openly the different aspects of the lesson, focussing on both the positive and negative aspects. In such reflective meetings more experienced peers encouraged beginning teachers to make connections between what was being learned through this reflective process and what was already known through framing the learning propositions. In reflecting in this way it was possible to plan ahead with targets. 
Research has suggested that without such connections being made explicit, teachers will not progress beyond ‘behaviourism’ or going through the motions. It has also been suggested that beginning teachers are not capable of ‘internalising’ knowledge to the same degree as the more experienced as they first need to first develop ‘appropriate schemata for instructional strategies’ (Hargreaves 1991). Beginning teachers in the department valued ‘frameworking’ meetings very highly, suggesting that they did serve to allow learning propositions to become more firmly imbedded
It has been argued that interactions assist with the processes of ‘internalisation of knowledge’ (Cordingley 2000) and the development of ‘skilled behaviour’ (Eraut 1994) which ultimately assists with problem solving. It was significant that over the two years of the study, beginning teachers became more able to solve problems on their own, thus suggesting that such a process of internalisation was occurring.

The study’s findings also confirmed the view that reflective practitioners are most interested in ‘tried and tested strategies as a first port of call’, particularly when tired or overburdened with work (Cordingley 2000).

What barriers exist to interactions? – An insight from the literature
A major barrier is ‘cultural’. There is felt to be a ‘comparative rarity of professional discourse in many schools, particularly about classroom matters’ (Eraut 1994). As a result ‘the wheel is reinvented many times’. This department bucked the trend, however. The level and frequency of professional discourse was found to be high.
There are a number of other cognitive, dispositional and systemic ‘barriers’ to learning through interactions. It was clear from our study that different teachers have different capacities to learn per se. It was also seen that some were disinclined to respond to opportunities for personal reasons and also that the nature of the school itself, which demanded high levels of physical commitment to academic and pastoral activities, acted as a disincentive to engage with others at certain times. Fatigue, and the burden of administrative tasks also results in frustration and can cause teachers to ‘revert to the norm’ (Desforges 1998) or get into ‘safe ruts’. One teacher remarked on how being in a ’rut’ is ‘safe’ when the pressure is on. 
This is further exacerbated where there is a feeling that there are too many classroom variables to warrant risk taking.
Finally, teachers subconsciously conduct a ‘cost benefit analysis’ (Claxton 1996) when learning propositions are made and can employ avoidance strategies resulting from ‘experiential insecurity’ where there is a threat posed by the proposition of unlearning what has been learnt and what is considered safe. 

Conclusion
What can schools do to break down these barriers?
Literature suggests that experience is invariably context bound or situation specific. Certain generic skills are transferable but the learner must add additional context specific information to assimilate the knowledge. Thus, experiential or ‘in context’ learning is more effective than ‘off-the-job’ learning. Teachers agreed that the closer a learning experience is to the context in which it will be used the less additional learning is required and the easier the transfer of experience becomes. Schools might accelerate the learning process through the use of ‘practicums’ (Schon 1997) that is settings designed for the task of learning a practice, a ‘virtual world’ in a sense.  Producing Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) for teachers and encouraging the use of reflective diaries would complement this approach.

Other research has shown that the more successful schools have a more predictable day-to-day life, clear goals, well-organised routines and mutual interactions between practitioners, which are stable and productive.

Given this, the project resulted in the view that schools must strive to become ‘interactive communities’ where the best possible conditions are in place to allow fruitful interaction between practitioners both within and across departments. Although ‘chemistry’ between human beings cannot be engineered, it does come when ‘teaching talk’ and ‘social talk’ ‘become intertwined’ (Warren Little 1999). Interactions between professionals make this more likely.

Research methods
Data were collected through focus and individual interviews conducted over the duration of the project. Interviews were conducted during the school day in a variety of locations, including teaching rooms before school or in the researcher’s office. Analysis of interview data broadly followed the conventions set out in Strauss and Corbin’s ‘Basics of Qualitative Research’ (1998). Broad questions were used to initiate discussion but the structure was kept as loose as possible, preserving the notion of Lofland (1971) that the objective of the group interview is to ‘elicit rich, detailed materials that can be used in qualitative analysis’, and the view of Fontana and Frey (1994) that the interview should seem to the interviewees to be an agreeable form of social intercourse and used ‘in an attempt to understand the complex behaviour of members of society without imposing any a priori categorisation that may limit the field of enquiry’.
Conclusion
It was clear that a range of factors contributed to the development of teachers’ craft knowledge in the department studied. These included the experience of ITT, engagement with theory through general reading or more focussed educational research, the actual experience of teaching in the classroom and the sharing of ideas through professional discourse in the workplace. 

The project set out to discover how important the latter was within this complex learning equation and it concluded that not only were interactions important but perhaps the single most important element in the whole equation. 

In the study, teachers valued above all else the opportunity to routinely share comments and ideas about their practice and experiences within a conducive and mutually supportive environment. A very strong sense of frustration was evident, in fact, when this could not occur due to the presence of obstacles such as time constraints, increasing bureaucracy or simply fatigue as the term wore on. The teachers were in no doubt, however, that when they could engage with each other, their practice improved as a result of this. 

In the light of this, the study concluded that firstly it would be potentially beneficial from a teacher development point of view for schools to seek to actively encourage practitioners to enter into the sort of dialogic relationship about professional matters the teachers in the study enjoyed. Secondly, schools should strive at the same time to create the best possible systemic and environmental conditions for such a relationship to develop in the first place. 

The study concluded that the six most obvious starting points from this point of view would be;

· a review of the physical environment in which teachers in departments function to ensure that geography actually allows interaction in the first place;

· a review of middle leader management approaches to ensure that i) opportunities are being created for at least formal interactions to occur within departments on a regular basis, and ii) that the particular learning needs of individuals are being identified; 

· a review of the institution’s overall INSET strategy and the relative balance within it of external and in-context professional development opportunities for teachers;

· encouragement across the institution of ‘practicum’ work – role play exercises for teachers of all levels of experience, as part of departmental activity, designed to focus on different aspects of practice; and

· finally and most critically a review and possible reduction of teacher workloads across the institution to create more time for teachers to engage with each other and thus routinely share their best practice with one another.
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