School Improvement: Developing and sustaining professional dialogue about teaching and learning

Aims of the project
Our aim was to follow up six secondary schools that had been involved in the North East School Based Research Consortium (NESBRC) a collaborative partnership funded by the Teacher Training Agency/CfBT, which focused on generating evidence about teaching and learning and the impact on pupils’ achievements. The original partnership intended to develop approaches that were effective and could be embedded into the culture of the school after the NESBRC funding finished.  We wanted to see what the schools were doing three years later.  The interventions used in the NESBRC were:
· collaborative action research;
· video coaching; and
· using personal construct theory to elicit beliefs about teaching and learning.
Context
We carried out interviews with five of the six original head teachers, one had moved on to another school and so we interviewed the new head teacher.  We interviewed four of the six original research co-ordinators and the person who had now taken over responsibility for research and development in the school were applicable (two). The interviews were completed in the Summer Term of 2002 consisted of a combination of telephone and face to face interviews, according to the preferences of the individuals concerned; no-one refused to be interviewed.
Summary of main findings
Sustainability

· All six schools had sustained an emphasis on establishing a research and development cycle to improve teaching and learning and were able to present cautious but encouraging evidence of positive impact on pupil achievement.
· Collaborative action research projects were continuing in all 6 schools.
· Staff delivery of INSET on training days within school and to bodies outside the school was sustained and still highly valued by all concerned.
· Video coaching was continuing in the two schools that had embedded this practice by the end of the NESBRC.
· Senior management support for informal meetings such as ‘thinking lunches’ and ‘show and tell’ sessions continued.

Development

· The focus of the activity was wider; it encompassed more staff and had moved beyond thinking skills to look at assessment for learning and learning styles, for example.

· Classroom based research into teaching and learning was a focus of school improvement plans.
· Promoting dialogue about teaching and learning had become more explicit within school structures; for example an emphasis on evidence-informed practice had been included in selection criteria and induction programme for new staff.
· Use of video and peer observation for research had developed in schools that had not been involved in this within the NESBRC

Negative findings
Those activities that were more focused on teacher learning and CPD rather than on understanding pupil learning appeared to be more difficult to sustain and develop in schools in a consistent way:
· the use of video coaching as a vehicle for CPD had been taken up by only one school beyond the two who had developed this in the NESBRC; and
· the use of personal construct theory (see appendix) had not been sustained in the school that had developed its use for CPD or developed in any of the other schools. 
Background 
The six schools that we report on had formed the NESBRC and worked together investigating the impact of thinking skills in the classroom for the three years of project. They were located in three Local Education Authorities and five of the six were partnership schools for Initial Teacher Education with Newcastle University (the higher education partner in the NESBRC).  The schools were all large secondary, mixed Comprehensive Schools, three taught pupils from 11-18 and 3 were 13-18 High Schools; two of the High Schools were voluntary aided Catholic Schools. All six schools were genuinely comprehensive in that they served pupils from a range of socio-economic backgrounds with two of the 11-18 schools serving more deprived areas and had a high proportion of pupils on free school meals.  In common with many schools in the region, there were few ethnic minority and EAL pupils in the schools.  One of the 11-18 schools had a specialist unit for hearing impaired pupils.  The research co-ordinators interviewed in each school represented a range of subject backgrounds: an English teacher, a geographer, two scientists, an historian and a SEN teacher.  The co-ordinators were experienced teachers with at least 10 years teaching experience.  All of the schools had gone on to join new partnerships since the NESBRC and five of the six belonged to Network Learning Communities. Two schools were part of an EAZ and participating in the University of the First Age initiative. 
Research methods
We carried out interviews with the head teachers of the six secondary schools and the teacher in each school who had acted as the research co-ordinator.  The 12 interviews provided data about what the school had done in the three years after the end of the NESBRC collaboration and how they were judging the impact of their work in school. Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews carried out by the two researchers either face to face or by telephone; two respondents also sent in additional information in writing.  The stimulus for the interviews was a copy of the section of the original NESBRC final report where the outcomes for the initiative as a whole and school-by-school were summarised.  The questions used in the interviews were based on the conclusions reached at the end of the NESBRC as outlined in the report:

Having read through the section of the final report, which findings do you think still hold true for your school?

Have you continued to work on thinking skills?

In what ways?

Are staff still working on action research?

Which staff and in what ways?

What is the current focus of any research and development activity in your school?

Have you been successful in gaining other funding?

Can you identify any long-term impact of being in the NESBRC?

on pupils

on staff

on school structures

on school ethos.

In what ways do you organise CPD to support staff?

induction

ITE

To what extent has CPD been affected by your involvement in the NESBRC?

Are you involved in any new partnerships?

-what is the focus of any new links?

Any other comments?

Given the specific nature of the questions and target group, we were not able to pilot the interview schedule but respondents were sent a copy of the questions along with the summary section of the report in advance of the interview.

The same questions were asked of both the research co-ordinator and head teacher separately so as to permit comparison of their responses and as an indicator of the extent to which they shared the same perceptions.  Interviewers kept a written record of the answers to the questions but the interviews were not audio-recorded.  Any additional written material submitted was also considered at this stage.  The interview responses were collated by the researchers independently and then the emerging key points discussed and agreed. The findings reported here are consequently tentative early indications and still require further validation. The next stage will be to involve the respondents in the interpretation of the data by inviting written responses and holding a focus group discussion.  
Preliminary findings

The discussion here is restricted to those responses that address the issue of the extent to which the activities designed to promote professional dialogue about teaching and learning had been sustained and developed in the three years since the NESBRC funding ceased.

There was an encouraging degree of agreement in the responses from the head teacher and the research co-ordinators in each school with all the schools continuing to be involved in collaborative action research. Activity was funded in a number of different ways but Best Practice Research Scholarships had been used to good effect in three schools (B, D and E) whereas others were using resources from membership of Network Learning Communities (A, B, C, D, and E) or an EAZ (A and F). The results of the research were reported as having tangible impact on practice:

…the research culture is changing the school ethos, students are used more in helping us to improve learning and we are working together and the structures are beginning to make sense – we are more holistic, centred around teaching and learning.  For example, we use planners differently now, to review learning rather than targets.  How you learn.

Research co-ordinator School B

Developing research practitioners by appointing lead learners with 1 point for a year who work on clear objectives with structure and evaluation ... results from one study of students’ learning has transformed our practice in school...learnt that (students) can talk about different types of learning and identified environment – chit chat in lessons – as more of a barrier to learning than peer pressure, we didn’t expect that.

Research co-ordinator School C

The empowerment of teachers and the shift to a more distributed model of leadership was mentioned explicitly by one co-ordinator (School C) but was implicit in responses from other schools as was the recognition of the importance of the student voice. The inclusion of everyone in school in discussing teaching and learning was mentioned by respondents in five of the six schools and is illustrated by the following comment:

Maintaining culture of learning want to be known as a learning school and all seen as learners

…we have a shared collective language and this goes out in PR material and predominant at interviews.

Research co-ordinator School D

Head teachers commented on the shift in school culture so that the expertise of teachers was acknowledged and ideas were shared freely.  The increased confidence of staff in leading INSET and workshops also meant that the school was able to bring in outside experts but be pro-active and targeted in deciding what they needed.  Dialogue about teaching and learning in school enabled informed discussion with people in other contexts and had blurred the distinction between experts and practitioners.

Informally have a culture where people test things out ... MFL doing some work testing out the best learning conditions for their dept for example.

Headteacher School D

The experience of the NESBRC had stimulated the development of school structures and enabled them to take advantage of subsequent opportunities.  The role of the research co-ordinator was recognised as a keystone in supporting the development of conditions for dialogue about teaching and learning but the importance of senior management support was also recognised.

Membership of the consortium took the school forward – it was a catalyst and the school co-ordinator role was important in moving us forward

Head teacher School B

We were careful both in devising the schedule of questions and conducting the interviews not to lead respondents by asking specifically about the use of video coaching and personal construct theory in the schools.  We did make explicit reference to action research as this had been the central purpose of the consortium but we did not stress collaboration.  It must be recognised that we may have missed important information by not asking direct questions; we intend to follow up the responses with participants to ascertain if we have missed anything and also explore any reasons for not sustaining or developing activities to promote dialogue about teaching and learning.  
Conclusion
What we think is evident from the responses is that activity directly focused on learning more about pupil responses and impact in the classroom is continuing to enthuse and involve the teachers in the six schools.  What is less evident is whether the activity that was valued by some members of the NESBRC (it is important to recognise that only two schools were ever strongly focused on video coaching and one school on personal construct theory) can be sustained and developed as part of everyday school life.  The interest in video coaching and personal construct theory emerged later in the life of the consortium in the schools where the research co-ordinators were very involved in the promotion of the aspirations of the NESBRC.  Is it the case that teacher learning is a less powerful catalyst if its link to pupil learning is not immediate? What can we learn about school cultures that would accommodate the sustainability of such interventions?  Whilst the six schools have gone on to widen participation and the focus of their activities can we see any deepening of commitment to developing dialogue about teaching and learning to encompass methods that may require more intensive resourcing with less immediate impact directly on learning?  Should we expect to?

Suggestions for further reading
A report on the School Based Research Consortium initiative can be found on the GTC web-site http://www.gtce.org.uk/research/ttaresearchhome.asp
Baumfield, V.M and Butterworth, A.M (2003) Making the Implicit Explicit Professional Development Today Vol. 6 pp 21-27

Kelly, G.A (1955) The Psychology of Personal Constructs Vol. 1&2 New York: Norton
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APPENDIX

Teaching processes and strategies: using Personal Construct Theory

Personal construct theory (Kelly, 1955) refers to how people think about, construct, their experiences.  Essentially, the method, as we applied it, involved eliciting sets of beliefs about teaching and learning in the classroom, by using cards with sets of three statements that a sample of teachers classified to say what is the same and what is different about the statements. The responses constitute what is called a repertory grid and are then used to draw up a questionnaire made up of key statements presented as opposites.  The responses to the questionnaires enable a map to be drawn of the most significant clustering of responses across a group.

We used repertory grids as part of our work in the NESBRC to compare and contrast constructs of teaching and learning across a sample of secondary teachers in a range of subject disciplines. We were interested to know the extent to which an individual’s response to the use of thinking skills was influenced by their existing beliefs about teaching and learning. We also wanted to know whether the process of the inquiry into this issue and the discussion of any findings could be useful in the context of the continuing professional development of teachers. How much common ground is there between teachers of different subjects and with different lengths of experience in terms of their expectations for learning, the preferred management of that learning and the language, which they used to describe classroom practice? Could personal construct theory offer a means of promoting dialogue by making the underlying beliefs and the language used to interpret teaching and learning situations more explicit and so foster a cross-school understanding of teaching and learning?
Stage 1 – Eliciting constructs

A set of 56 statements about teaching and learning were drawn up and placed on cards in sets of three. The task was for individuals to identify, through a process known as triadic questioning, in what way two of the activities were similar, yet different from the third. The following is an example of the cards used.


Teachers’ responses to the statements and the underpinning assumptions and definitions informing their decisions were recorded. 
Stage 2: Construct ranking exercise

The most frequently recorded constructs elicited were then presented in a questionnaire as sets of opposed statements e.g. pupil centred vs. teacher centred learning. All the teachers in a department completed the questionnaires by shading in a box along a 25-point continuum for each item to indicate how closely it reflected the types of teaching and learning they most liked to see in their own classrooms. The individual responses were sorted into the items about which participants felt very strongly and those for which they did not have strongly polarised views.  The resulting profiles were presented as colour coded sheets with items in red (strongly held views), orange (definite but not so strongly held views) or yellow (items where no strong preference indicated)).  Participants received personal copies of these sheets but they were not distributed to anyone else.  Data for consideration by each department was presented through a box and whisker diagram based on factor analysis of the results from the whole group.  Box and whisker diagrams show the range of responses and indicate where the majority of responses are clustered without revealing data about individual teachers.  It was then possible for departments to discuss where there was consensus and where there were any big differences within and across subject areas in the school.



Pupils classifying things





Pupils listening to the teacher and writing down what is said





Pupils building on points made by other pupils
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