Teacher motivation in an international online collaborative learning community

Aims of the study……To develop an online, action research collaboration -  capable of stimulating and sustaining teacher motivation for long term engagement in the project
· The study set out to create a long term online action research activity involving collaboration between European teachers.
· We created a European project to look at the issue of Global Warming. We decided to monitor butterflies as indicators of climate change. This required a long term commitment to gain maximum value from the data collected. Hence teacher motivation was important.

· It was hoped from this to create a motivational ‘checklist’ for teachers to help them when setting up online action research communities in the future.

Context… One of the key elements in partner reflection was to consider how our joint action could flourish in the variety of partner circumstances  in which the action  research took place.
· The online collaboration took place between schools in seven European countries from the Arctic to the Mediterranean.

· The diversity was enormous. Schools ranged from UK primary to Scandinavian and Spanish sixth-form Colleges.  The age range of students was from 9 – 19.
Summary of main findings and outcomes 
Our evidence indicated that key motivational factors for teachers included thinking about the reasons for action based on teacher needs and values for instance: 
· valuing collegial interaction and positive group feedback/ learning through shared      expertise and collaborative problem solving;
· valuing pupil gains, there were many from the project;

· the need for personal growth; and
· the need  for challenge and increasing competence.
Other factors, confirmed by teacher responses, indicated a sense of agency, for example  feelings of competence, self worth and self determination.
Attention to teacher motivation appears to have helped to sustain teachers’ interest in the project over a period of six years. 
Background thinking  behind the International action research project 

Issues……Change that will benefit students through action research needs time for evolution. Retaining teacher commitment requires an understanding of - and compliance with -  teacher motivation imperatives. 

Action research seeks to address issues that are important to teachers - in order to improve practice. It may involve one, or many, cycles of action and review - and can be long term. We hoped to set up an action research activity that would be lasting, with several action cycles. In practice it ran for more than six years (and still continues) and consideration of the key factors in teacher motivation was believed to be important in making this possible.
The purpose of the first cycle of action research was to incorporate a high level of ICT use in our science teaching, to bring about greater pupil understanding of scientific principals. It was felt that collaboration might maximise teacher learning - since the variety of teacher contexts offered enormous scope for reflective comparison and understanding.
Development of the project 
· Teachers were recruited to the project over a period of approximately three months by an open invitation through a variety of forms for example the internet, association of science education and UNESCO. 
· The first action research cycle agreed a joint monitoring protocol. We agreed to use a method called ‘stroll and spot’ and to concentrate on twelve ‘indicator’ species on a weekly basis – throughout the butterfly season in each country. Results were initially emailed then a website was created.
· The second action research cycle resulted in a website with instructions, results, teaching materials and partner school details.

· The third action research cycle sought to alter the monitoring protocol in accordance with our experiences in carrying out the project.

· Pupil learning occurred as they took part in the monitoring project.  They used their accounts to create websites (younger pupils) and pre university projects (sixth form pupils).

· The teachers then began to research their participation with the help of Theoretical models – against which we assessed our actions
As the project has evolved at each stage the key motivational factors affecting continued teacher involvement were borne in mind, based on the key elements suggested by theory to be important in teacher motivation. 

In the current stage the group of European Teachers are researching their involvement. There has been much professional development .. for instance the reflection on their practice - to try to ensure compliance with motivational factors - has proved very beneficial.

Main Findings and outcomes 
We identified key motivational factors that should be kept in mind when setting up long term collaboration. 
Dynamic motivation models ( such as Williams and Burden) indicate the importance of  thinking about ‘reasons for action’ and teacher ‘ sense of agency’. Our evidence confirmed these findings. Their model was adapted to include some elements form the Carole Dweck model.

Reasons for action: These are often teacher needs and values such as 

· Need for approval 

· Need to belong Cognitive needs 

· Need for self- actualisation  

· Valuing interaction

· Valuing appreciation  
· Valuing challenge and increasing competence 
· Valuing pupil gains 
· Valuing independence 
The most important needs affecting motivation were identified through interviews and on line questionnaires as : need for approval, need to belong. Cognitive needs, need for self- actualisation. 
The key values were identified to be: valuing interaction, valuing appreciation, valuing challenge and increasing competence, valuing pupil gains and valuing independence.
Sense of agency:  These  are based on four key cognitions which  are.

· Self-efficacy - I can do this
· Self-worth – this will be beneficial to my self image
· Attributions – Most importantly I am in control of events
· Self-determination – this will allow growth
Other important considerations are the type of  goals set, type of rewards, and social factors 
Goals should be should be clear feasible important interesting useful and low cost.
Rewards which may be intrinsic, extrinsic or may be emergent – developing over time.
Social factors including social learning, group problem solving and modelling 
The ‘resulting protocol’ below indicates how the elements of the theoretical models informed the protocol.  
Many of the important factors in creating a sense of agency  were met by setting ‘do your best mastery goals’ rather than performance goals . These allowed a degree of autonomy.  We found that an important factor was a belief in ones ‘agency’.
Research methods

The original action research project was based on addressing the issue of developing a high level of ICT use in Science teaching. Further details may be requested from Kathy Seddon at the contact   address below.

This summary reports on the subsequent but parallel research into teacher motivation which was informed by dynamic motivation models (such as that of Williams and Burden). 

This protocol was later modified according to the Carole Dweck model and formed the basis of the second layer of action research. .
Enquiry methods included:

· yearly face to face interviews, both group and individual;
· completion of on –line questionnaires for teachers; and 

· a grounded analysis of email traffic.
The resulting protocol 

We set out to make sure that our protocol conformed to the following ‘reasons for action’ 
Need for approval – ours was a  group action

Need to belong - ours was a  group action

Cognitive needs – action research involved  a collaborative problem solving cycle

Need for self- actualisation – each of us had aspirations that involved independent action for personal growth

Valuing interaction – ours was a group action

Valuing appreciation – ours was a group action with much positive feedback

Valuing challenge and increasing competence – from the action research and joint problem solving

Valuing pupil gains – there were many from the project 

Valuing independence – each of us had aspirations that involved independent action for realisation 

We set out to make sure that our protocol conformed to the following ‘sense of agency 

Self-efficacy – we had to feel we were competent so careful negotiation needed
Self-worth – we had to feel that there were no threats to our self belief through participation
Attributions – as we looked for reasons for results we had to feel we had the power to control results
Self-determination – we had to ensure that independent decision making was possible that we wee able to feel competent and autonomous

Helpful in this were..

Goals – the project goals were known as ‘mastery’ goals (skill acquisition) rather than performance (status gaining goals).  They had to be clear feasible important interesting useful and low cost.

Rewards – there were extrinsic rewards such as awards, skill growth was an important intrinsic reward but as the collaboration continued for over six years ongoing emergent (or flow) rewards were possible.

Social factors –we worked together – learning through sharing expertise and collaborative problem solving.

Conclusions

Key motivational factors when setting up a long term collaborative project were seen to be…

· Collaboration this fulfils…. belonging, approval, interaction appreciation, group learning and problem solving confirmation of competency and worth.

· Independence must not be compromised… there is always a tension between gains from being part of a group and individual control.

· Pupils were a central factor in our decision making… they may also provide approval and confirm competency and worth.

· Setting mastery goals (do your best) help confirm independence and allow a growth of intrinsic and emergent rewards.

· Feedback which confirmed our reasons for action and sense of agency.
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