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ABSTRACT

There is increasing interest in the contribution of action research to the
professional development of teachers and to improving the quality of education
in many countries around the world. However, there have been no studies that
have used this approach in Lebanon. Hence the aim of this research is to
investigate the impact of an action research approach to changing teachers’
conceptions about teaching and learning in primary schools in Lebanon, a
country which had introduced a major reform of pedagogy across the curriculum.

The participants were 12 primary grade teachers in 3 schools in Saida, Lebanon.
These teachers were encouraged to reflect on their classroom practices through a
series of activities that the literature recommends for fostering reflection. These
included engaging in semi-structured interviews, reflecting on observation notes
and video recordings of their classroom practices, writing journals and giving
feedback to peers.

The findings indicate that teacher reflection was highly influenced by the
authoritarian hierarchal structure of the educational system in which they work.
Although teacher reflection developed into higher levels through the 6 phases of
the research (from the technical to the practical and from routine reflection to
dialogue reflection), teachers’ ability to reflect at higher levels seems to be
hindered by the evaluative nature of feedback that they receive from the local
authority inspectors, subject coordinators and school principles.

The research concludes with a discussion of the implications of the findings for
understanding teacher reflection and its relation to professional development in
Lebanon and in other countries with similar educational systems.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

“Most of the problems associated with implementing a constructivist
approach to teaching could be overcome if teachers were willing to
rethink not only what it means to know a subject matter, but also what it
takes to foster this sort of understanding in students. This is a tall order.
Such change is unlikely to occur without a good deal of discussion and
reflection on the part of the teachers. Identifying what is problematic
about existing beliefs, however, is an important first step in the change
process” (Prawat, 1992).

1.1 Change in Schools

Governments across the world are engaging in educational reform through
designing and implementing new school curricula, through setting national tests
and criteria for measuring the quality of schools, or through providing teachers
with opportunities to develop professionally (Day, Stobart, Sammons, & Kington,
2006). At the same time, educators and researchers who have investigated
educational reform around the world agree that sustainable change in schools is
very difficult to achieve and that the top-down approach to reform, in which most
governments engage, is especially inadequate in impacting teaching practices and
student achievement; the two main areas at which educational reform is focused
(Farrell, 2000; Fullan, 2000; Hargreaves, 2000; Riley, 2000).

According to researchers in this field, the above can be attributed to the fact that
the planners of reform usually fail to give attention to teachers’ affective needs,
content and pedagogical knowledge and the cultural and socio-economic
conditions in which they work (Day et al. 2006). This is especially important
since it is the teachers who have to implement the reform (Hargreaves & Fullan,
1998) and as Hargreaves and Evans (1997) state, “Where educational change is

concerned, if a teacher can’t or won’t do it, it is simply not done” (p.3).
According to Prawat (1992), for teachers to become both willing and prepared to

implement change they need to go through a process of belief change related to

different areas in their work. Teachers need to change their beliefs about the

13




nature of the content of their subject matter and the curriculum, about the nature
of their learners, about teaching practices and, most importantly, about learning.
To bring about this kind of belief change, researchers have proposed different
models for changing conceptions (Gregoire, 2003; Hill, 2004; Ho, 2000) which
explain the mechanisms involved in a process that leads to significant and lasting
change in teaching practices. These models of change were informed by a
number of theories; the most influential of these are: Argyris and Schon’s (1974)
theory of transition between theories-in-action; Posner, Strike, Hewson and
Gertzog’s (1982) theory of conceptual change, and the cognitive-emotional
approach to conceptual change (Gregoire, 2003) which is also a process-based
approach but which highlights the role of emotions, appraisals, and motivation

along with cognition as mediators of belief change to arrive at conceptual change.

To understand how teachers perceive and introduce change in their classroom
practices, many researchers and educators recommend a collaborative action
research model that has proven effective in affecting professional development
(Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2006; Elliot, 1997; Lewin & Stuart, 2003; Pryor,
1998; Reason & Rowan, 1981), and according to Torrance and Pryor (2001),
“An action research approach seems particularly suited to high-quality
development work on the interface between teaching, learning and
assessment. ...Gradual engagement with teachers’ premises followed by the
provision of an analytic framework proved a useful way of managing
collaboration between university researchers and (teacher researchers) and in

brokering educational theory to classroom practitioners” (p. 629).

However, this approach to teacher development and educational change is
relatively new and further investigation is still needed to find out how far it is
effective in bringing about change in classroom practices (Ponte, 2005) and how
transferable it is to other countries with different cultures than the ones it has

originated in (Pryor, 1998, Walker, 1994).

1.2 Context of the Problem
An opportunity to research how action research can help teachers to embrace

change was presented in the context of the Lebanese educational reform. The

14




educational authorities in Lebanon had started the process of implementing new
curricula in schools since 1989; the main aim of the new curricula was to transfer
Lebanese schools from the traditional model of teaching — where there is
overemphasis on memorization and teacher dominated classroom instruction — to
a more “modernized” model where the child is the centre of the learning process
and where there is more emphasis on thinking skills and creativity (The
theoretical orientation of the new curriculum will be discussed in more detail in
chapter 2). This transformation was the channel used by the Lebanese
educational system to take part in a national effort for reconstruction and
rehabilitation that was essential after 20 years of civil war. Lebanese citizens
needed to be prepared academically, socially and emotionally to contribute

effectively in rebuilding their country.

To implement the new curriculum, teachers in Lebanon were expected to go
through a process of change that would allow them to introduce the new content,
form and teaching methods that were necessary to yield the results expected by
the designers of the reform. To help teachers through the process of change, the
implementation of the new curricula was accompanied by a nationwide plan for
teacher workshops and training sessions that aimed at introducing teachers, at all
levels and in all subjects, to the new curricula and at preparing them to adopt the

new “modernized” model of teaching and learning.

However, through a study that entailed document analysis and interviewing
teachers, teacher trainers and “master” trainers, El Amine & Bakdash (2002)
conclude that,. today, and after approximately seven years of the initial phase of
implementing the new curricula, the majority of teachers still seem to be facing
problems in adopting the new model of teaching and learning. This was also
confirmed by the Centre for Educational Research and Development (CERD,
2006) who report that the training programme was successful in some areas; such
as highlighting the importance of the new curriculum in introducing much
needed changes in the educational system and developing some basic teaching
skills and techniques among teachers, but not in all the areas that the programme
addressed.
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According to research findings on educational reform and teacher development
in other countries, these problems could be explained as the result of the
incompatibility between the underpinning principles of the new curricula and
those of the traditional model of teaching to which most teachers are still
adhering (Borko, Elliot & Uchiyama, 2000; Hargreaves, 1989; McLaughlin,
1997, McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001; Prawat, 1992; Ravitch & Vinovskis, 1995;
Woodhead, 1995). Therefore, the traditional model of teaching could be a result
of the beliefs about teaching and learning that the teachers hold and, for these
beliefs to change, teachers need to go through a process of conceptual change.
This does not seem to have been achieved by the 6-day workshop that the

teachers had attended.

Therefore, before teachers can assume a more diverse role in developing the
whole child, it would seem important to find ways that would aid teachers to
change their conceptions about teaching and learning. This could help education
policy makers in Lebanon to understand how teachers can introduce changes in
their classroom practices that are not only essential in implementing the new
curriculum, but also in playing a more significant role in the much needed reform.
It would also seem important to find out about the factors that are hindering
teachers from adopting changes in their classroom practices, and consequently
standing in the way of achieving the goals intended by the original educational

reform plan.

1.3 Researcher’s Background

This study is underpinned by a constructionist approach to reality and knowledge
(this will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5), accordingly, it seems important to
outline my experience in the field of education in Lebanon in order to understand
how these experiences have influenced my view of the reality of the educational
context that I have worked in, and how this view has influence my approach to

the study.

I have been working in schools since 1987, I started with teaching primary
school children how to make simple programs on their computers then moved to

teaching English as a second language to intermediate and secondary students,

16




and later I taught introduction to philosophy and introduction to psychology to

high school students.

My experience in teaching helped me realize that students need to be aided to
develop their character, identity and value system before they could really grasp
the true meaning of most of the things that they learn, not only in school, but also
later at university and in their career lives. This was my motivation to go back to
university, and I studied for an MA in Educational Psychology with an emphasis

on guidance and counselling.

For five years, I worked with students - and less frequently with their teachers- to
help them overcome some of the difficulties that they were facing either socially
or academically. As a school counselic;r and with my interactions with students,
it became clearer to me that, although the school counsellor can propose plans for
students to try to overcome their social and academic difficulties, it was the
teachers who have the most significant role in helping students overcome the
majority of these problems. Students spend most of their school day in the
classroom and with their teachers; this provides a valuable opportunity for
teachers to play a significant role in helping students develop in all areas.
Accordingly, it is the teachers that need to have the necessary knowledge, skills,

conceptions, beliefs and most importantly the commitment to play such a role.

However, before entrusting teachers with such a big responsibility, it seemed
logical that the educational system is to provide the opportunity and the support
that teachers need to become equipped for this role, and this is where the issue
becomes more complex. What is it that teachers need to know? What skills are
necessary? How can this knowledge and these skills be developed? And most
importantly: What will ensure that teachers become committed to use this

knowledge and these skills to play such a demanding role?

At the same time, through my experience with training programmes and
workshops as a teacher it became clear that ready made recipes are not the
answer. For any real learning to take place i.e. learning that will lead to change in

teachers’ classroom practices, teachers need to be involved in a process that
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would motivate them to understand the different aspects of their context
(including themselves and their students) in order to evaluate them and then plan

for changes where needed and to be committed to those changes.

The implementation process of the new curriculum in Lebanon provided a rich
context to investigate ways that teachers adopt and adapt to change. It was
supposed that if one can identify ways that help teachers to change, assume a
new role, or develop a set of necessary skills then this could open a window oﬂ
how teachers can develop a range of skills that would enable them to help

students develop and grow academically and socially.

1.4 Aims and Research Questions

The above process of thought was the trigger for this study. Although I strongly
believe that teachers need to play a more significant role in de?eloping the whole
child with an equal emphasis on academic, social and emotional dimensions, in
this research there was the opportunity to examine one aspect of this role, namely

the academic.

Therefore, to understand how change was perceived and implemented in the
classroom it seemed crucial to start with an investigation of the teachers’ beliefs
about teaching and learning, the difficulties that they are facing, and the
particular aspects of their context. This investigation’s objective was to “generate
data that is (both) rich in detail and embedded in context” (Maxwell, 1996), and
to set the stage for the teachers to be more committed to any action that needs to

be taken to effect change.

More specifically, the aim of this study was to undertake a qualitative research
approach to try to find answers to the following questions:
1- How do teachers understand and evaluate the changes made by the new
curriculum in Lebanon?
2- What are the factors in the Lebanese educational context that aid or
hinder the process of reflection and eventually the process of conceptual

change?
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3-" Would engaging teachers in activities that are said to encourage reflection
help them to better understand the changes introduced by the new

curriculum, and to develop their reflective thinking and self-evaluation
skills?

1.5 Outline of Methodology
Data were collected from 12 teachers in three primary schools in Saida, Lebanon,

through a process of action research that had six phases. The first phase involved

TR
interviewing teachers to try to understand how they perceived the new
curriculum: how they understood the changes made by the new curriculum, what
difficulties they were facing and what new aspects they welcomed. The other
five phases involved engaging teachers in activities such as: discussing their
classroom practices, watching video recordings of themselves in their classrooms,

engaging in a group discussion, writing journals, and observing peers.

The objective of these activities was to provide teachers with opportunities to
develop their reflective thought which is the heart of the much needed process of
conceptual change. Researchers and teacher developers that advocate conceptual
change for professional development seem to agree that teachers need to be given
enough opportunity to reflect in a safe and supportive environment (Kolb, 1984;
Rogers, 2002; Schon, 1987; Tigchelaar & Korthagen, 2004). Through reflecting
on their classroom practices teachers will be able to interrogate the underpinning
beliefs of these practices and can examine them in terms of their effectiveness in
the teaching and learning process. Therefore, reflection is regarded as the

driving force in the process of conceptual change.

All the data collected from the interviews and the reflection activities were
documented and analysed to try to find answers to the research questions posed
by the study. It is hoped that the findings of the analysis will inform future

educational policy in Lebanon and other similar educational contexts.

1.6 Outline of Thesis
This chapter (chapter one) has introduced the problem that was investigated by

this study along with its context and the theories that informed its design and
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implementation. Chapter two describes the Lebanese reform plan and the way it
was implemented. It also presents the impact of the reform to date and describes
the way teachers were prepared for the reform. Chapter three discusses theories
of teacher professional development and relates them to educational reform in
general and to conceptual change in particular. Chapter four considers the
definition of reflection and presents ways that reflection can be identified,
fostered and analyzed, and chapter five discusses the ontological and
epistemological stance that informed the research design and the methodology of
this study and explains the procedures and the analysis processes followed. Both
chapters four and five provided the framework for the data analysis that is
presented and discussed in chapter six. The last chapter, chapter seven, restates
the aims of key aims of the research and relates them to the main findings in this
study and discusses the implications that the findings have for teacher
professional development, for educational authorities and policy makers and for
action research in the field of teacher education. Chapter seven also discusses the
limitations of the study and ends with personal reflections on the study and its

findings.
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CHAPTER 2
THE LEBANESE EDUCATIONAL REFORM

2.1 Introduction

This study investigates the developing role and effectiveness of teachers in the
context of the educational reform project in Lebanon. However, in order to
understand the context in which the study took place, it is necessary to reflect on
the different aspects of the reform: when it was introduced, why it was
introduced, how it was introduced, and how these factors have affected teachers

and their practices. Accordingly, this chapter will include:

- A general introduction of certain aspects of schools in Lebanon which
are related to this study; this is important for contextualizing the

findings which will be presented in the last two chapters in this thesis.

- A description of the different aspects of the Lebanese educational

reform and an outline of the general structure and goals of the reform.

- A discussion of the implementation of a new curriculum which was

the core of reform.

- A brief comparison between the old curriculum and the new
curriculum along with the theoretical backgrounds that influenced

these curricula.

- A discussion of the issues of implementation of the reform and the

teacher training plan for the reform.

The chapter will conclude with what is believed to have been achieved and what

still needs to be achieved.
2.2 A Snap Shot of Schools in Lebanon

Schools in Lebanon are divided into three levels: the primary (elementary), the

intermediate and the secondary. This academic division is not necessarily
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reflected in the physical scene; since one school could have one or more levels
that are administered by the same staff and the same school principle. The
schools are also categorized as private schools, public (state) schools and private

low-tuition schools.

The private schools are usually funded by the private sector which could be a
single proprietor or a non-governmental organization that usually has it roots in a
religious drganization either in Lebanon or abroad. The two most important
examples are the Orthodox Schools Congregation which gets funds and support
from the International Orthodox Church and the Makassed Charitable
Association which gets funds and support from Saudi Arabia. These schools
usually incorporate religion classes in their curriculum and the students enrolled
are usually from the corresponding religion. Other more sectarian private schools
usually cater for the upper classes and are funded by their higher than average

fees.

The low-fees private schools are funded by non-governmental organizations
which are usually with a religious orientation. These schools were originally
authorized to allow the private sector to provide educational services for many
students whom the government could not provide for in its schools. Accordingly,
the government subsidizes these schools but their management and major

funding is the responsibility of the organization to which they belong.

The public (state) schools are run by the Ministry of Education through the Local
Educational Authorities. These usually cater for students from lower socio-
economical backgrounds and they form the majority of the schools in Lebanon.
Some of these schools have a nation wide reputation for a high level of student
achievement in public examinations especially at the secondary level, but parents
who can afford a private school will usually not choose to send their children to a
state school. The reason for this could be social and not necessarily academic. In
general, government schools have a reputation for being under funded and this
has an impact on resources availability both the material and the professional.
Moreover, these schools seem to be very slow to progress and develop and this is

usually attributed to the complex bureaucratic structure of which they are part.

22




It is mandatory for students in all schools in Lebanon to be taught a second
language along with Arabic starting from grade 1. The second language is
usually either English or French. Some regard this as the result of a history of
colonization and others attribute it to the geographical location of Lebanon on the
Mediterranean which gave it the role of bridging between the East and the West,

more specifically between the Arab world and Europe.

Students’ proficiency in a second language has a role in identifying the school’s
level of success, and schools teach other subjects such as Mathematics, sciences
and social studies in the second language to give their students a better
opportunity to develop their language skills. Schools that can teach their
students to become proficient in a second language are usually regarded in high
esteem and students who are proficient in reading, writing and speaking either
English or French usually have a better chance for a prestigious career; this is
due to the fact that the commercial field in Lebanon is highly westernized in
form and content. Accordingly, private schools, in general, have an upper hand in
this area since they have the resources that allow their teachers to develop their
second language skills and because they are less likely to be slowed down by the

government schools’ complex structures.

However, whether private or public, schools in Lebanon are usually influenced
by an authoritarian approach to management that is a reflection of the culture that
they belong to which is also authoritarian in its approach and hierarchal in its

structure.

The Lebanese Educational Reform, which will be presented and discussed in the
following sections of this chapter, was to be implemented in all schools in
Lebanon since all students have to sit for common public examinations at the end
of the 9™ grade and the 12" grade. However, the implementation of the reform
and the new curricula seemed to be smoother in private schools which had the
advantage of ample resources and which were already exposed to, and had the
freedom to experiment with, the more “modernized” approach to teaching and

learning which is at the core of the reform plan.
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2.3 Reform Agenda in Terms of Structure and Goals

In 1990, the 20-year civil war in Lebanon came to an end, and there was a need
for the Lebanese government to engage in a process of rebuilding and
restructuring all aspects of government and civil life. Accordingly, the
government introduced rehabilitation programs and reform projects that aimed at
economical and social development. Among the diverse reform projects, an

ambitious educational reform was negotiated and implemented.

The reform started as an “Educational Development Plan™ that was endorsed by
the Lebanese Cabinet on the 17" of August, 1994, and that aimed mainly at
“developing the educational structure” and at “establishing a progressive
educational ladder” (CERD, 1995, p. 2). These aims were translated into the
“New Educational Structure” that was produced by the Center of Educational
Research and Development (CERD). The new structure provided a framework
for the different kinds and sections of education; it outlined the relationship
between general academic education and vocational education, and the
relationship between pre-university and higher education. This was necessary to
establish an educational system that can serve the needs and aspirations of the
Lebanese society in the terms of social development and economic growth
(CERD, 1995). The new structure was the base for developing a new curriculum
that would prepare students in all levels and in all kinds of education to become
integrated into the job market and to play a much needed role in economical
growth and development in general. Therefore, the new curriculum was the
practical translation of the general educational aims and goals, and its main
purpose was to prepare students to face the challenges of rebuilding a social
contract that was battered by war and of reintegrating in a new world economical
system that was estranged to the former Lebanese curriculum which had been

frozen by 20 years of war while the rest of the world was progressing rapidly.

In the Official Newspaper (1997), the educational authorities stated that the new
curriculum introduces new approaches, new content, and new methods to
teaching and learning. Among the innovations that it introduces were: i) thematic
learning, where the different subject matters are integrated to form a

comprehensive curriculum; ii) considering language as an aggregate of skills that
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is integrated in all subject matter; and iii) considering assessment as a continuous
process to evaluate the child’s progress and the teacher’s practices and their
suitability in meeting the diverse needs of the children and their styles of learning.
Moreover, the new curriculum explicitly stated that it relies on ... varied
activities as a method of learning, where the child is both active and interactive,
and attempts to achieve development and learning through experiential learning”,
and it emphasized that “The child needs to acquire a sense of curiosity and
discovery through meeting his developmental needs. This can be achieved
through making learning an enjoyable process which bears challenges that will
make achievement a means to develop the child’s self esteem.” (The Official

Newspaper, 1997, p.19)

2.4 The New Curriculum versus The Old Curriculum

To get a more practical perspective on the new curriculum and its
implementation, I arranged for an interview with Layla Fayyad, the Head of
CERD, in April 2006, and at her request the interview was structured, so I
prepared 5 questions related to the educational reform, the new curriculum and
~ the teaching training plan; the answers to the questions reflected how CERD saw

the reform to date.

According to Fayyad, the old curriculum in Lebanon was rigid and unable to
respond to the modernization and development of education, so there was a need
for a new form and content of education that would develop the individual in a
way that will allow him/her to adapt to social, economic and environmental
changes, and to realize his/her potential in personal, social, and economic
development. More explicitly the old curriculum was characterized by being:

- Highly theoretical and lacking practical learning.

- Highly instructional as opposed to analytical and constructivist.

- Lacking modernization in terms of subjects, content and details.

- More oriented towards individual learning as opposed to cooperative

learning.
- Alien to students in terms of what students learn in school and what they

are exposed to in society and through the media.

25




- Poor in mechanisms and content that would prepare the student to move

easily from academic to vocational learning.

These characteristics among others made it imperative to revise the old
curriculum and to introduce major changes allowing the student to become more
prepared for the latest innovations and development in the different academic
and social fields. The result was a new curriculum that was endorsed by the
Lebanese Cabinet on May 8%, 1997. This curriculum introduced structural
changes both at the general educational level and at the vocational education

level.

2.4.1 At the general educational level: The new curriculum identified three
major stages in schooling: preschool (2 years), Basic Education (9 years), and
Secondary Education (3 years). Basic Education is also divided into 3 cycles; the
first cycle includes grades 1 to 3, and the second cycle grades 4 to 6 and the third
cycle grades 7 to 9. This division made it easier to plan and develop curricula for
the different stages of student cognitive, social and emotional development.
Moreover, students sit for public exams at the end of the 9" grade to be awarded
the Official Basic Education Certificate, and at the end of the 12" grade to be
awarded the Official Secondary Education Certificate that allows them to be
enrolled in universities. To cater for student needs and interests secondary
students can join one of the four sections: Humanities and Literature, General

Sciences, Life Sciences, and Sociology and Economics.

2.42 At the vocational level: The new curriculum also provided necessary
changes to allow students to transfer to vocational ledrning at different levels
starting from grade six. This kind of education trains students in different

vocations, and prepares them to be awarded diplomas in different fields.

2.4.3 Academic subjects introduced by the new curriculum: The new
curticulum introduced new subjects in schools: Information Technology,
Sociology and Economics, Physical Education, and school clubs for Arts, Music

and Drama. This was necessary to expose students to innovations in the
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academic field and to provide for them the opportunity to develop their creativity

and self-expression skills.

2.4.4 Theoretical background of the new curriculum: Based on the theory of
social constructivism the new curriculum introduced a list of innovations to the
teaching learning process, among these are:

- Enriching the learning environment with experiential learning as opposed
to theoretical learning that dominated the old curriculum.

- Emphasizing student-centered learning as opposed to teacher-dominated
teaching.

- Implementing diverse teaching methodologies, with an emphasis on
cooperétive learning, as opposed to talk and chalk instruction.

- Developing text books to include topics that reflected the interests of the
contemporary student as opposed to topics that are outdated and alien to
students.

- Engaging students in learning activities that would develop their analysis
and critical thinking skills, as opposed to memorization and rote learning.

- Approaching education in a manner that would foster principles of free
expression and democracy, as opposed to authoritarian principles.

- Addressing the whole student taking into account the emotional and the

social needs, as opposed to overemphasizing academic needs.

According to Fayyad, “The above is a reflection of the approach of the new
curriculum; the curriculum addresses students in a humanistic way highlighting
their need to develop both cognitively and spiritually and preparing them to
realize their rights as citizens and their responsibilities as agents of social change

and development.”

2.5 Teacher Development and the Educational Reform

The reform states explicitly that teachers and school principals need to be
engaged in a continuous process of professional development. This process will
introduce them to m.odern teaching methodologies and provide them with skills
that would help them to deal better with problems and difficulties that they face

in their classrooms and schools. Therefore, the implementation of the new
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curricula was accompanied by a nationwide plan for teacher workshops and
training sessions that aimed at introducing teachers, at all levels and in all
subjects, to the new curricula and at preparing them to adopt the new

“modernized” model of teaching and learning,.

Therefore, in 1997 the educational authorities set a plan to train all teachers in
Lebanon during a period of 3 years. According to Fayyad, the plan identified the
objectives for teacher training, the training staff, the kinds of teacher training,
and the implementation process for the training. For each subject at each level of
schooling, master trainers were hired to prepare trainers-of-trainers who prepared
local teacher-trainers. The teacher-trainers were prepared in 3 day workshops
and meetings were set for evaluation techniques, follow-up, and coordination.
Before implementing the new curriculum, the teachers took part in 6-day
workshops; then they were engaged in two days of implementation and a 5-day
workshop for follow-up was planned. The training programme included two
main parts: the first part introduced teachers to the philosophy of the new
curriculum, its theoretical background and its general goals, and the second part
introduced teachers to the content of the school subjects, and trained teachers in

more detailed skills for teaching methodologies and evaluation techniques.

According to CERD this initial teacher training plan succeeded in:
- Achieving the goals it was originally set for.
- Carrying out the first two phases of training for all the teachers in
Lebanon.
- Highlighting the importance of the new curriculum in introducing much
needed changes in the educational system.

- Developing some basic teaching skills and techniques among teachers.

However, the teacher training did not succeed in:
- Creating the necessary changes in teacher attitudes and concepts of
teaching.
- Developing teaching skills that would allow teachers to engage in
diverse teaching methodologies, especially managing cooperative

learning in their classrooms.

28




- Engaging teachers in deep understanding of the educational theories that
the curriculum was based on; teachers were only superficially and
theoretically introduced to these theories.

- Implementing the last phase of the training plan that was crucial to
provide follow up and to motivate teachers to use what they have been
trained in.

- Preparing competent teacher-trainers in all areas and for all subjects.

- Providing training for the new subjects that were introduced because
there were very few teachers qualified to teach these subjects.

- Providing training that would meet the actual needs and conceptions of

the teachers.

CERD reports that the training program was successful in some areas but not in
all that was aimed for. The process of evaluation that CERD used to arrive at this
conclusion is not presented, so it is not easy to evaluate the methodological rigor

of the evaluation process.

However, the above evaluation of the teacher training program is also confirmed
by the results of a study carried out by the Lebanese Association for Educational
Studies. The data for this study were collected through document analysis and
interviews. Forty two documents were analyzed, and these included documents
related to the teacher training program that was organized by CERD and a
sample of the reports presented by the trainers. Moreover, 186 interviews were
conducted with teachers (102), trainers (70), master trainers (9), and developers

of training material (5) (El Amine & Bakdash, 2002).

The study notes that the 7-page training plan was too brief and unclear in many
parts. For example the plan does not identify the characteristics of the master
trainers and trainers, and it mentions their mission in general terms (preparing
and training teachers). Moreover, each phase of the plan is identified in terms of
duration with no specifications of type of training or procedures of training.
Implementation issues are also unclear, and although the plan states that the
success of the plan depends on the availability of resources it does not specify

how the resources will be made available,
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As for preparing trainers, the plan states that ‘when necessary’ the trainers will
attend lectures, theoretical lessons and application activities. The result of this
was clear in the highly theoretical and traditional teacher training workshops
which lacked all kinds of practical application and which were in contrast with
the theoretical basis of the new curriculum, ie. the theory of social

consiructivism.

The study concludes that the effect of teacher training on classroom practices is
quite limited. According to the data, in general teachers stated that the training
was “beneficial”, but they also stated that it was not reflected in their classroom
practices. The researchers explain that this might be a result of the theoretical
nature of the training which did not prepare teachers in a way that they will apply
what they learnt in their classrooms. The theoretical approach to training
succeeded in disseminating the “culture of the new curriculum” (El Amine &
Bakdash, 2002, p.7) among teachers, but was unable to develop teachers’

competencies to apply what the reform set out to change.

The study concludes that only 13% of the general goals of the training plan were
arrived at and explains that the two main reasons for this result are: first, teacher
trainers were traditional and theoretical during training sessions and they only
explained to teachers what they expect them to do in their classrooms, and
second, teacher needs were not at any stage taken into account, “...teachers were
grouped according to subject matter and were lectured on teaching
methodologies” (El Amine & Bakdash, 2002, p. 15).

The above evaluation of the teacher professional development plan is also
reflected in preliminary data that I collected, in September 2004, through
interviews with two teachers and a head teacher in a primary school in Saida,
Lebanon; these data reflected that teachers were still finding major difficulties in
applying the new “methods and techniques”, and that the majority were using
their traditional model to teach the new curricula. Even though these teachers had

on average participated in 3 to 4 workshops and training sessions, they still felt
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that these were not sufficient to prepare them for the model of teaching that is

essential for an effective implementation of the new curricula.

Therefore, today, and after approximately seven years of the initial phase of
implementing the new curricula, teachers still seem to be facing problems in
adopting the new model of teaching and learning, and in many instances teachers
seem to be finding difficulties in implementing the new curricula in their classes.
These difficulties arise mainly from the incompatibility of the new curricula with
the traditional model of teaching to which most teachers, and their trainers, are

still adhering.

2.6 Evaluation of the New Curriculum
CERD seems more optimistic about the achievements of the new curriculum;
again in her interview, Fayyad (2006) states that the new educational structure,
with the new curriculum, was able to introduce some developments to education
in Lebanon. These were summarized as:

- Introducing modernization and development to education in the form of
introducing new teaching methodologies, new evaluation techniques,
contemporary content and technology in schools.

- Enabling teachers to develop their knowledge about teaching
methodologies.

- Promoting student-centered learning.

- Promoting the role of activities, in the classroom and outside the
classroom, in the learning process.

- Promoting cooperative learning.

- Enhancing the role of the community, including the municipalities and
nongovernmental associations, in supporting schools and their
development.

- Developing better coordination between general education and

universities, and between general education and vocational education.

However, Fayyad also lists a number of factors which rendered the new

curriculum and the new reform unsuccessful in certain areas. These are:
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- Discontinuation of the new subjects introduced by the new curriculum,
namely, Information Technology, and the Arts, i.e. music, art and drama.
This was mainly due to lack of availability of teachers for these subjects
and due to lack of resources such as computers.

- Inadequacy of coordination between the different levels of schooling and
between the different subjects in the same level.

- Discontinuation of teacher professional training due to a government
decision to centralize all teacher development in the School of Education
at the Lebanese University. This led to depriving schools from
professional development personnel who could play a much needed role

of supporting teachers during the curriculum implementation process.

From another perspective, a study that aimed at evaluating the impact of the new
curriculum on student achievement in both public and private schools in Lebanon
was published by the Lebanese Association for Educational Studies, in March
2001. The study compared between the achievement levels of students in grades
6 and 9 who studied the new curriculum and those who studied the old
curriculum. The report states that achievement levels were low (less than 40%) in
the four main areas of the curriculum: Arabic Language, French Language,
sciences and mathematics. It specifies that achievement was especially low in
writing communication skills in the languages and in problem solving skills in
sciences and mathematics. The study explains that the lack of achievement might
be due to “lack of necessary learning opportunities for students” (Jurdak & El
Amine, 2001, p. 197). The report also states that the researchers did not find any
correlation between teacher variables (level and area of teacher education,
number of workshops attended, and topics of training sessions attended) and
student achievement. The reason behind this lack of correlation is also explained
by the inadequacy of the training in developing teachers’ skills in ways that

would impact student achievement.

2.7 Conclusion
The new curriculum was introduced in Lebanon to transfer schools from one
educational model to another; ie. from a model that overemphasized

memorization and lacked modernization in terms of subject content and
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pedagogy to a model that encourages student-centered learning, critical thinking,
problem-solving and creativity. However, although officials indicate that the new
curriculum succeeded in areas such as introducing new methodologies and new
evaluation techniques to teachers, the above presentation indicates that the
implementation of the reform plan and the new curriculum did not achieve many
of its initial objectives, even though much time and effort was invested in it.
Teachers are still facing problems in implementing the changes and at many
times adhere to the traditional model of teaching. As a result, student
achievement levels still show no change, especially in the areas of writing and
problem-solving. This raises an array of questions related to educational reform,
such as, what are the factors that determine the success of a reform plan? How
can reform be implemented to increase its possibility for success? How can
teachers, the implementers of change, become engaged in introducing change to
their classroom practices? What are the conditions necessary for change and
development in an educational system? And more specifically, does top-down
reform succeed in bringing about change, and, if it does, how far does it succeed?
The above questions will be discussed in the next two chapters which review the
literature on educational reform and the importance of conceptual change for
effecting change. This is further related to reflection and its pivotal role in the

process of conceptual change.
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CHAPTER 3

UNDERSTANDING TEACHER DEVELOPMENT
IN THE CONTEXT OF EDUCATIONAL REFORM

3.1 Introduction

Governments around the world are engaged in educational reform and in
improving educational standards. This interest springs from a global recognition
that effectiveness at the mico-level of the schools could play a role in addressing
maco-problems of the society and the country as a whole. Governments
recognize that investing in education could “...help reduce poverty, contribute to
the accumulation of human capital, strengthen national capacity and good
governance and add to the well-being and development of individuals” (Riley,
2000, p. 30). However, educational reform is not easy to achieve (Fullan, 2000)
because it takes place in a complex arena where many factors interplay: the
social, the political, and the economical, each with its diverse dimensions. It is
beyond this study to investigate all of these factors and their dimensions, but it is
the aim of this study to investigate the core of educational reform, namely, the
role of teachers in educational change and ways that could prepare teachers and
encourage them to play their much needed role in the development of education.
Therefore, this chapter will start with a brief discussion of some approaches to
educational reform and outline the teachers’ role in reform, and the difficulties
that they face during the implementation phase. Then a review of theories related
to ways in which teachers can become involved in reform through their own
professional development will be presented and the chapter ends by highlighting

other conditions necessary for teachers to assume their role in educational reform.

3.2 Some Approaches to Educational Reform

The educational reform plans in which governments generally engage have
typically common goals, but they are diverse in their focus, perspectives, and
approaches. As mentioned above, this is due to the uniqueness of each country
and is the result of an interaction and interdependence of each country’s
historical background, culture, economic reality and political aspiration (Farrell,

2000; Hopkins & Levin, 2000; Riley, 2000;).
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According to Hopkins and Levin (2000), government reform plans across the
world have focused on one of the following areas: curriculum, accountability,
governance, market forces, or status of the teachers. For example, some
governments focus on decentralization, giving more autonomy to schools, as was
the aim of the policy changes that have taken place in Mexico since 1992
(Rangel & Thorpe, 2004). Other governments, like in Ghana, focus on increasing
access to education through diversifying the curriculum to include vocational and
technical subjects (Osei, 2006). While others set general goals for social and
economic advancement like in Nepal (Khaniya & Williams, 2004). Day, Stobart,
Sammons and Kington (2006) explain that governments engage in educational
reform either because they “...believe that by intervening to change the
conditions under which students learn they can accelerate improvements, raise
standards of achievement and somehow increase economic competitiveness™ or
because “... they address implicit worries of governments concerning a

perceived fragmentation of personal and social values in society” (p. 172).

Regardless what the focus is or what macro-problems are being addressed,
investigators into educational reform around the world seem to agree that reform
is very difficult to achieve, and when some change is achieved, the outcome is
minimal in comparison to the time, money and effort invested in it. This is
especially true when reform is measured by its impact on developing classroom
practices and on improving student achievement levels, two main areas that
educational reform aims at, and needs to see a difference in, before being
condemned or hailed (Farrell, 2000; Fullan, 2000; Hargreaves, 2000; Riley,
2000).

Today, educational reform or educational change is becoming a field of its own;
researchers are getting a better understanding of what works and what does not
work (Hargreaves, 2000), and the history of this field is rich with attempts to
understand it and to find ways to improve it. In his classic article House (1980}
explains that educational innovation is “...the deliberate systematic attempt to
change the schools through introducing new ideas and techniques” (p.1); he adds

that although innovation is not necessarily change “...change and innovation can
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not be distinguished neatly from one another” (p.1). After defining innovation,
House (1979) analyzes it from three different perspectives: the technological, the

political and the cultural.

The technological approach to educational innovation was dominant in the mid
1960s. Using rational analysis and empirical research the “innovation process” is
divided into “components” and through systematic planning and rationalization
the innovation is planned and implemented. This approach regards innovation as
technology and tries to use “scientific” means to implement it. As a result,
educational innovation is conceptualized as research, development, diffusion and
adoption. “New knowledge that serve(s) as a basis for development (is) advanced
during the research stage. A solution to an operating problem (is) invented and
built during the development stage. This innovation (is) introduced to
practitioners in the diffusion stage. Finally, the innovation (is) incorporated into
school systems in the adoption stage” (House, 1979, p.2). This perspective on
educational innovation has not been effective mainly because it does not take
into account that teachers are “...not passive but actively engaged in local
complex-environment with a distinct subculture and set of values” (p. 3). The
perspective is based on the belief that a central authority can create a
“generalizable” product that can be diffused in a great number of settings.
Although this perspective has not yielded significant results in disseminating
educational innovation, it is still being adopted by many governments and policy
makers because it insures these authorities’ control and dominance over

educational reform and change.

The lack of success of the technological perspective necessitated an alternative
view on educational innovation, and in the mid 1970s the political perspective
was introduced. Rather than a systematic and rational approach, the focus here is
on the importance of “personal contact” because it provides the opportunity for
all parties involved in the innovation to interact and develop common |
understandings that could inform teacher behavior in the classtoom. One of the
main premises of this perspective is that “... an innovation succeeds only where
advocacy groups arise to support it” (House, 1979, p.4). These advocacy groups

would secure the provision of social reward as an incentive for teachers to adopt
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the innovation. The political perspective is also discussed by Davies (1996) who
explains the notion of ‘maximization’ where the “...actors in educational
institutions will always seek to maximize the benefits to themselves of
opportunities and change in the organizational context” (Davies, 1996, p. 97).
Therefore, the innovations need to be ‘attractive’ to most participants in order to
insure its effectiveness. This ‘attractiveness’ could be in the form of professional
and psychological incentives and not necessarily tangible ones. Both House and
Davies contend that neglecting political analysis in efforts for educational chaﬁge

is usually a reason for its failure.

The third perspective on educational innovation is a cultural one. This

perspective highlights the importance of understanding the cultures, beliefs and
values of the different parties involved in the process of educational change
before planning and introducing change. Here teaching is regarded as a craft, as
opposed to a technology, and the aim is to support teachers through a slow
process of evolutionary improvement within their profession. As House predicted,
this perspective is gaining momentum, and it is presented in the work of John
Elliot and other action researchers who believe that successful innovation is
achieved by teachers fully participating in research on their own settings; i.e.
insiders trying to find ways to improve their practice rather than outsiders trying

to impose their own agendas of change.

House’s presentation of the different perspectives to educational innovation is
important to understand the complexity of educational change. It sheds light on
the importance of taking into consideration the diverse “forces™ that interplay
when change is introduced, and it highlights the importance of planning change
in a way that would accommaodate for all the “different ‘rationalities’ afloat”
(Davies, 1996, p.97) without forgetting the essential target of enhancing student

learning.
From a less political perspective, Fullan (2000) explains that for educational

reform to achieve its goals there are certain factors that need to be present and

certain conditions that need to be met, regardless of the artifact of the plan itself.
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Fullan (2000) lists eight factors or insights that need to be addressed in a large-
scale reform (Refer to Table 1).

Upgrade the System Context

Become Preoccupied with Coherence-Making in the Service of Instructional
Improvement and Student Learning

Establish Plenty of Cross-Over Structures

Downward Investment/ Upward Identity

Invest in Quality Materials (instruction and training)

Integrate Pressure and Support (set target/build capacity)

Get Out of Implementing Someone Else’s Reform Agenda

. Work with Systems.

N —

N w

Table 3.1: Factors/Insights for Large-Scale Reforms (Fullan, 2000).

Similarly, Riley (2000) gives a list of preparations that need to be done before
embarking on educational reform. Riley’s list includes: Identifying what needs to
be changed, taking account of all those involved in the reform, being clear about
the purpose of the reform, understanding the context, and attending to the process
of reform and change. Tyack and Cuban (1995) arrive at a list of conclusions
about educational reform after investigating it; these are : i) educational change
of any consequence is inherently and neéessarﬂy intensely political and
conflictual, ii) the policy makers generally get it wrong, iii) accomplishing even
modest educational change involves long hard work, with generally
unpredictable results, iv) there are good reasons why the basic “grammar” of
schooling is resistant to quick fixes, and v) changes that last and make a
difference in learning generally come from the inside out rather than the outside

in or the top down (as cited in Farrell, 2000).

Moreover, according to Hopkins and Levin (2000) the factors that hinder the
achievement of reform in most educational development projects are: i) focusing
on the wrong variables, where the reform plan does not give adequate attention to
engaging students and parents as active participants and does not expand the
teaching and learning repertoires of teachers and students; ii) not adopting a
systematic perspective, where the plan does not ensure coherence and
contingency through a well defined policy framework; and iii) not paying
attention to issues of implementation, where the plan focuses on some aspects of
the curriculum rather than the teachers’ behaviors, practices and beliefs, leaving

out a crucial ingredient for the successful implementation of the reform plan.
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Even if the explanations, for why educational reform does not yield the results
hoped for, have been given from different perspectives with each researcher
highlighting different factors or explanations, what seems to be common is that
all of these researchers stress the importance of moving from theory to practice,
from the vision of the “policy elites for the educational reform to how this
vision is translated in the reality of the classroom, i.e. from the reform plan to

how reform is interpreted and implemented.

According to researchers in this field, the above can be attributed to the factor
that the planners of the reform seem to be giving little attention to the perceptions
and experiences of those who have to carry out the implementation of the plan,
namely the teachers, and the result is a teaching body that feels pressured and
cionfused by the reform (Farrell, 2000; Fullan, 2000; Hargreaves, 2000; Hopkins
& Levin, 2000; Riley, 2000). Moreover, according to Day et al. (2006),
educational reforms, even if with different content in different countries, have
common factors: they result in the destabilization of teachers because they
challenge teachers’ existing practices, they increase the workload for teachers
and they usually lack consideration of the teachers’ work, lives and identities.
These are central issues that have impact on teacher motivation, efficacy,

commitment and job satisfaction, hence on the effectiveness of the reform.

After investigating educational reform in Canada, England and the US, Fullan
and Hargreaves (1992) arrive at the conclusion that teacher development is
central to successful reform; this was further confirmed by Hargreaves and Evans
(1997) who explicitly state that “Where educational change is concerned, if a

teacher can’t or won’t do it, it is simply not done.” (p.3)

The diverse examples of educational reform seem to introduce new visions of
learning and teaching, expecting teachers to teach their students to think critically,
create and solve problems, synthesize information and then demonstrate their
understanding and skills in new types of assessment (Borko, Elliot, Uchiyama,
2000; Hargreaves, 1989). This requires teachers to adopt principles of learner-
centred instruction and active engagement of students in their own learning;

before being able to adopt these principles, they need to understand the theory
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behind the reform, in order to change their classroom practices in profound ways
rather than transmitting the reform content, following the procedures, and
engaging students in activities mechanically. Otherwise, teachers will engage in
superficial changes that will be “lethal mutations™ of classroom practices fostered
by the reform (McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001). This explains why some educational
reform planners ‘blame’ teachers for being suspicious about, uncommitted to and
unwilling to implement change that reform projects aim at (Ravitch & Vinovskis,
1995; Woodhead, 1995).

Therefore, when reformers ask teachers to teach for understanding where the
students are expected to learn by being given the opportunity to actively
construct knowledge, rather than have knowledge transmitted to them in teacher
dominated classrooms (like in the U.S. reform plan, GOALS 2000) teachers are
asked to teach in ways that they never sought before and were never taught by
themselves. Here teachers need to go through a process of fundamental change
that requires them to construct a new knowledge base, adopt new conceptions
and acquire new beliefs about teaching and learning (McLaughlin in Hargreaves
& Evans, 1997).

3.3 A Perspective on Teacher Development

According to the findings of cognitive psychology, one constructs knowledge by
interpreting new information through the lens of his/her existing schema
(Hargreaves, 1989). Therefore, teachers will also need to question their current
practices and beliefs, and then to think critically through the change (Ainscow,
Howes, Farrell, & Frankham, 2003), rather than be “told’ what to do in their
classrooms and with their students, before they can assimilate what the reform is
about (Elliot, 1997). In this kind of transformation, teachers will not only need to
learn new concepts about learning and teaching, but will also need to unlearn
practices and beliefs that they have been committed to all through their
professional lives. Moreover, putting teachers through pre-defined training-
packages and “laboratory-based” workshops which assume that teachers can
simply transfer the knowledge they are exposed to into their real life classrooms

has proven ineffective in achieving the kind of transformation that is needed for
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long term sustainable change to take place (Borko et al., 2000; Hargreaves, 1989;
McLaughlin in Hargreaves & Evans, 1997; Prawat, 1992).

Literature on teacher development and investigations of what works and what
does not work has led professionals in this field to present a new conception of
teacher development that opposes the assumption that teachers learn new
teaching practices through direct instruction given to them in a series of
workshops or at conferences and seminars. In this kind of approach to teacher
development teachers are not given the time and opportunity to assimilate the
reform or the desired changes, but are expected to change their knowledge,
beliefs and conceptions about teaching and consequently their actions in the
classroom after being presented with the techniques and procedures of the reform
in traditional top-down “teacher-training” strategies (Darling-Hammond &
McLaughlin, 1995; Prawat, 1992).

Researchers seem to agree that teachers, like their students, need authentic
learning opportunities where they are engaged in experiencing, analyzing,
solving problems, and working together. Through these opportunities, teachers
will be encouraged to rethink their views on issues related to their role,
investigating their beliefs about teaching and assimilating theories that inform the
desired change. This approach is based on the assumption that if a teacher
believes that teaching is “transmission” of knowledge and that learning is
“absorption” of knowledge, no amount of presentations or demonstrations of
student-centered learning could help the teacher to incorporate this approach in

his/her classroom (Lieberman, 1995; Prawat, 1992).

For example, Prawat (1992) outlines four areas of teacher beliefs that need to be
changed before teachers can engage in a constructivist approach to teaching and
learning. First, teachers need to change their conception of the student and the
curriculum as static. This view results in teachers’ devotion of much of their time
and effort in delivering the content of the curriculum to their students rather than
in providing opportunities. for meaning making. Another set of beliefs that need
to be changed is what Prawat terms as “naive constructivism”. Teachers need to

realize that activity is not equal to meaningful learning. Therefore, it is not
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enough to plan for and implement activities in a lesson; what really counts is how
and to what extent did the activity impact student learning. The third area of
belief change is related to the distinction between comprehension and application.
Prawat explains that even though this distinction has been made legitimate by
various taxonomies, comprehension cannot take place without application and
visa versa. The last set of beliefs is related to the way teachers regard the
curriculum. Curriculum needs to be regarded by teachers as “... a matrix of ideas
to be explored over a period of time (rather) than as a road map” (p.358). These
beliefs influence teacher behaviour and, accordingly, they need to be considered

with high priority on the conceptual change list,

In their attempt to explain the complexity of changing teachers’ practices in their
classrooms, Korthagen and Lagerwerf (1996) introduce a developmental theory
of the levels in learning about teaching that the teacher needs to go through
before any real change in classroom practices takes place. The researchers base
their theory on the work of two Dutch researchers, Van Hiele and his wife Van
Hiele-Goldof, which dates back to the 1950s (Korthagen & Lagerwerf, 1996, p.
162). The theory demonstrates the relationship between the cognitive, the

affective and the behavioral aspects of the way humans function.

According to Korthagen and Lagerwerf there are three levels of teacher
knowledge: the Gestalt level, the schema level and the theory level, and teachers
in general operate on the Gestalt level where the decision making process is
governeci by the perceptions and interpretations of the teacher of a certain context
or situation. These Gestalts are formed through past experiences in similar
concrete situations, mainly what the teacher experienced as a student and as a
teacher. So to start with the teacher’s reaction in the classroom is a result of a
Gestalt that the teacher has of the classroom with the teacher’s role and the
student role already defined in it. For this Gestalt to change or to be modified the
teacher needs to go through a process of “schematization” where the Gestalt is
thought about or scrutinized. This process is usually triggered when the teacher is
asked to explain what he/she is doing or when the teacher is faced with a
problem or a situation that the present Gestalt is not finding a solution to. “The

schematization process can often be encouraged by talking about what one is
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seeing, thinking and doing and by looking precisely at what was self-evident”
(p-167). Through schematization the teacher becomes able to distinguish and
name the different elements of the existing Gestalt and later find relationships
among these elements, i.e. form a schema of teaching which is how the teacher
understands teaching and learning. Through further experience and reflection the
teacher can develop new and conscious conceptions of teaching, provided that
the new experiences are appropriate, and “After some time, the schematized
knowledge related to an area can often become self-evident and the schema can
be used in a less conscious, ‘intuitive’ way” (p.167). This process of “reduction”
allows the teacher to concentrate less on the relevant schemata and pay more
attention to other details in the context. Through reduction the teacher’s
knowledge becomes symbolized and this allows for “abstraction” of knowledge.
When the teacher can abstract his/her knowledge about teaching and learning
then the teacher can provide explanations for the components of the schema and
find connections between them, and this may lead to “theory building”. The
teacher’s schema of teaching may be a collection of schemata each related to a
different area or element in the conception of teaching, and when the teacher
attempts to organize these schemata in a coherent and logical manner then the
teacher is considered to be at the theory building level. If teachers succeed at
achieving this level of thinking then their classroom behaviors will be informed
by new Gestalts that are well-thought out and consciously developed and that

might be more effective in terms of student learning.

This brief explanation of Korthagen and Lagerwerf’s theory can demonstrate
how difficult it is for the teacher to adopt and adapt to a new theory and it
demonstrates how much time and effort is needed for new learning to take place.
This adds evidence to the complexity of teacher development process and it
underscores what researchers and educators have confirmed about the difficulty
involved in convincing people to change their beliefs, especially the tacit ones
that govern our behaviors in demanding and stressful contexts, such as the
classroom. Accordingly, teacher development programs need to adopt a new
approach where teachers are encouraged to identify what it means to know a

subject matter and what it takes to develop this knowledge and then rethink the
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effectiveness of these beliefs, and for this, teachers need to be engaged in a series

of activities that involve discussion and reflection (Prawat, 1992).

In the same line but with a different approach, Day (1999) states that teacher
development is much more than teacher training; since the former regards
teachers as professionals and encompasses development for the cognitive as well
as the psychological, and the latter regards teachers as technicians concerned

only with delivering the curriculum.

In his book Developing Teachers (1999), Chris Day explains that teacher
development programs generally “... emphasize its principal purposes as being
the acquisition of subject or content knowledge and teaching skills” (p. 4).

However, he extends the definition of professional development to include:

“...all natural learning experiences and those conscious and
planned activities which are intended to be of direct or indirect
benefit to the individual, group or school and which contribute,
through these, to the quality of education in the classroom. It is the
process by which, alone and with others, teachers review, renew and
extend their commitment as change agents to the moral purposes of
teaching; and by which they acquire and develop critically the
knowledge, skills and emotional intelligence essential to good
professional thinking, planning and practice with children, young
people and colleagues through each phase of their teaching lives”

(p.4).

Day’s complex and extensive definition includes all aspects of teacher
development that need to be addressed explicitly within any educational reform
plan for its goals to be achieved and maintained, yet its main contribution is in
the implicit redirection of the “action” of development to the teachers themselves.
Teacher development is defined in the “active” tense rather than the “passive”
tense, where the teachers: renew, review, acquire, develop, think, plan and
practice. This highlights a major fallacy in most professional development plans
that have not succeeded in developing education in the direction that, the well-

informed and well-intentioned, planners have intended for.
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Therefore, an educational reform plan needs to take into account, among other
factors, that “... .teachers are the indispensable agents of educational change”
(Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996), and that “Improving the quality and effectiveness
of teachers’ professional learning has been identified as an essential
underpinning to raising standards, implementing new ideas about teaching and

learning and managing change” (McLaughlin in Hargreaves & Evans, 1997).

However, a teacher professional plan that addresses all of Day’s explicit and
implicit principles is not easy to implement. Such a plan needs to involve
teachers in a process of conceptual change that will allow for the accommodation
of the reform into their cognitive structures rather than the superficial
assimilation of the reform’s techniques. Moreover, to ensure the sustainability of
‘the reform teachers need to apply what they have learnt within professional
communities that can provide teachers with the emotional and cognitive support
that they need. A third condition for this kind of professional plan is an
educational policy that is committed to aid teachers to develop in all aspects and

to ensure that all educational contexts strive towards genuine and lasting change.

3.4 Conceptual Change: The Core of Teacher Development

As mentioned above, researchers in the field of teacher development criticize
programs for staff development that are based on the assumption that providing
teachers with prescribed skills and teaching recipes will produce better teaching
practices and that the teachers will accept, acquire and adopt the skills and
methods presented to them (Ramsden, 1992). The research and experience of
many staff developers suggest that the participants will question the feasibility of
the new methods presented, defend the methods that they are using and at best
use the new methods mechanically resulting in superficial changes in practices
that will only reduce the effectiveness of both teaching and learning (Gibbs,
1995). Research in this area shows that teacher conceptions about teaching and
learning influence teaching and learning practices in the classroom and that any
real change in these practices needs to be approached with a plan that aims at
changing the beliefs and concepts that the teacher has about them (Gibbs 1995;
Ho, Watkins & Kelly, 2001; Tillema, 2000; Trigwell & Posser, 1999).
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Teachers® beliefs related to teaching, subject matter and the students influence
their practices in their classrooms, and the literature identifies beliefs related to
these areas that affect teaching behaviour and student learning negatively (Hativa,
2000); some of these beliefs are:

- Perceiving teaching as transmission of knowledge: Teachers that believe
that their role is restricted to delivering knowledge to their students tend
to concentrate on developing their knowledge in the subject matter and to
put little effort in investigating pedagogical issues that could make their
teaching and their students’ learning more effective.

- Putting the responsibility of learning solely on students: Teachers that
believe that teaching is the delivery of knowledge do not take
responsibility for students’ problems in fearning. These teachers tend to
attribute students’ failure to learn to factors other than their teaching
practices, such as low-motivation of students, low entry level of students,
or other contextual factors like the lack of resources in the physical
environment.

- Believing that it is ultimately essential to cover all content: These
teachers’ main concern is to deliver all the material to the students in the
time available, even if it is at the expense of giving attention to student
needs and student learning.

- Viewing a long teaching experience as sufficient for professional
development: Some traditional teachers feel that professional
development is only necessary for young and new teachers, and believe
that a long experience in teaching is enough to ensure effective teaching

practices.

As aresult of a series of studies that looked at 24 university teachers’
conceptions of teaching and learning and at approaches to teaching, among other
variables, Trigwell and Posser (1999) identify six conceptions of teaching and
five approaches to teaching where each approach was related to one or more of
the conceptions (refer to Table 2). Their research concludes that teachers adopt a
range of approaches to teaching that are consistent with their perception of the
teaching situation, and that there is substantial coherence between the teachers’

conceptions of teaching and learning and their approaches to teaching (p. 156).
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Teaching Conceptions

Approaches to Teaching

A- Teaching as transmitting concepts of the
syllabus

A- A teacher-focused strategy with the
intention of transmitting information to

students.

B- Teaching as transmitting the teacher’s
knowledge.

B- A teacher-focused strategy with the
intention that students acquire the concepts
of the discipline.

C- Teaching as helping students acquire
concepts of the syllabus.

C- A teacher/student interaction strategy
with the intention that students acquire the
concepts of the discipline.

D- Teaching as helping students acquire
teacher’s knowledge.

C- A teacher/student interaction strategy
with the intention that students acquire the
concepts of the discipline.

E- Teaching as helping students develop
conceptions.

D- A student-focused strategy aimed at
students developing their conceptions.

F- Teaching as helping students change E- A student-focused strategy aimed at
conceptions. students changing their conceptions.

Table 3.2: Teaching Conceptions and Approaches to Teaching (Trigwell & Posser,
1999).

More specifically, the research findings show that teachers who “adopted a
student-focused approach to their teaching of a topic conceived of their teaching
and learning of the topic in more complete ways (i.¢. students’ understanding of
the content was prominent and the focus was on the relationship between teacher,
students and content) while teachers who approached their teaching from a
teacher-focused perspective conceived of their teaching and their students’
learning in that topic in less complete ways (i.e. teaching was seen in terms of the
teacher alone and more particularly in terms of what the teacher does)” (Trigwell
& Posser, 1999, p. 154). The question that follows from these findings is: how to
make teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning more compatible with the

approaches that are believed to foster better student learning?

Any attempt to change teachers’ conceptions needs to take into account the
“congruence” hypothesis that was put forward by Tillema (1994). The hypothesis
states that new knowledge will be accepted by the professional in as far as it is
congruent with his/her pre-existing conceptions about teaching. Tillema’s

research results support the congruence hypothesis and teachers’ beliefs were
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found to affect the knowledge acquisition process, where the more the pre-
existing beliefs corresponded with what was presented to the teachers, the more

likely learning was to take place.

The argument here is that the teacher’s set of conceptions and beliefs about
teaching and learning may act as a constraint on adopting practices that conflict
with these beliefs or concepts, even when the teachers positively value the
innovations or reform and at times believe that they are implementing it in their
classrooms (Gregoire, 2003). Teachers might assimilate new beliefs into what
they already know about learning rather than revise their initial beliefs, so what is
needed is a process of “accommodation” rather than a process of “assimilation”
(Piaget, 1977), otherwise, the teacher training might result in teachers adopting
new practices superficially rather than adopting the epistemology of the reform

leading to negative results on student learning,

Epistemology is defined as the set of beliefs that one has about the nature of

knowledge and knowledge acquisition. This set of beliefs has an influence on the

cognitive processes of thinking and reasoning (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, |
Schommer, 1995; Van Manen, 1995) and harbor the teacher’s conceptions about |
learning and teaching and respectively affect the teacher’s decision making and

decision taking processes related to their preferred ways of teaching and learning

and the roles of the teacher and the student (Chan & Elliot, 2004, p. 819).

According to Schommer (1990, 1995) a personal epistemology is a belief system
that consists of five dimensions: the structure of knowledge, the certainty of
knowledge, the source of knowledge, the control of knowledge acquisition and
the speed of knowledge acquisition, and the a teacher’s epistemological beliefs
fall on a continuum ranging from naive epistemologies to sophisticated
epistemologies. A teacher with naive epistemologies generally believes that
knowledge is simple, certain and unchanging and that knowledge resides in the
authorities and can be acquired quickly or not at all. A teacher with sophisticated
epistemologies believes that knowledge is complex, uncertain and tentative and
that knowledge could be learnt gradually through reasoning processes and can be

constructed by the learner (Schommer, 1995). These epistemological beliefs
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influence the teacher’s choices that are related to teaching strategies and teaching
practices (Chan & Elliot, 2004; Hashweh, 2003), and their shaping and
development are influenced by the educational environment and academic

practices in the cultural context (Chan & Elliot, 2004).

Accordingly, it would seem logical for a teacher development plan to start from
these epistemological beliefs, since they are the origin of the teacher conceptions,
and it is these conceptions that mainly influence the teacher’s classroom
practices. However, “...it seems that one can not easily shake loose from an
epistemology” (Van Manen, 1995, p. 43), and “teacher education literature
shows that many teacher education programs barely scratch the surface

of ...teachers’ entrenched beliefs” (Hill, 2004, p.29). This difficulty could be
explained by the fact that beliefs about learning and teaching are both implicit
and complex. Teachers learn about learning from a life long experience as
students in schools and in colleges or universities, and each teacher’s set of
beliefs are formed from diverse cognitive and emotional experiences that render
it complex and unique. Understanding and changing these beliefs could be a
stressful and demanding endeavor that teachers prefer to avoid while
overwhelmed by the daily demands of their profession. However, even if it is
difficult to change teachers’ conceptions (Holt-Reynolds, 2000; Schifter &
Simon, 1991) educators still need to understand the mechanisms involved in
belief change and how beliefs affect the interpretation of reforms in order to

increase the chances for the success of reform.

3.5 Theories of Conceptual Change

In order to understand and specify mechanisms that can be employed to effect
significant and lasting change in teachers; researchers have proposed different
models for changing conceptions (Gregoire, 2003; Hill, 2004; Ho, 2000). These
models of change were informed by a number of theories about change; the most
influential of these theories are Argyris and Schon’s theory of transition between
theories-of-action (1974) and Posner, Strike, Hewson and Gertzog’s theory of

conceptual change (1982).

49




3.5.1 Argyris and Schon’s theory of conceptual change (1974): According to
Argyris and Schon (1974), it is a practitioner’s theories-in-action that determine
his/her behavior, and “...a theory of practice consists of a set of interrelated
theories-of-action that specify for the situations of the practice the action that will,
under relevant assumptions, yield intended consequences” (p.6). Therefore, to
arrive at a certain ‘consequence’ in a certain ‘situation’, the ‘action’ taken by the
practitioner is determined by a number of ‘assumptions’. It is the practitioner’s
assumptions about self, others and the situation that govern his/her ‘theory-in-
use’ which is constructed through experience and which is evident in the
practitioner’s behavior in a certain situation, This theory-in-use may or may not
be compatible with the practitioner’s espoused theory of action, i.e. the theory of
action that he/she gives allegiance to and which upon request communicates to
others. This explains why the theory-in-use and the assumptions that guide it are
considered as tacit knowledge to the practitioner and need to be elicited before

being reviewed and modified.

Argyris and Schon explain in their book that there are two kinds of learning,
single-loop learning and double-loop learning. In single-loop learning the
practitioner learns strategies of action that only support the assumptions that
inform the present theories-in-use. This is opposed to learning that fosters the
investigation of assumptions to be determined whether effective or ineffective,
and that may lead to their modification and to real change in the theories-in-use
and in the practitioner’s actions. For double-loop learning to take place the
practitioner needs to be confronted with dilemmas that either take place suddenly
or emerge gradually through interaction with others. The main kinds of dilemmas
are:

- Dilemmas of incongruity: Here the practitioner is faced with an
experience that brings to the surface the incongruity between espoused
theory and theories-in-use. The practitioner’s self-image becomes at stake
and revision of underlying assumptions of theories-in-use becomes
essential to make these theories more congruent. |

- Dilemmas of inconsistency: Here the assumptions that support a theory-
in-use become contradictory or incompatible, Again there will be a need

for revising the assumptions to gain consistency.
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- Dilemmas of effectiveness: Here the action guided by the theory-in-use
proves ineffective in arriving to the desired consequences or goals, and

again a revision process becomes necessary.

These researchers also explain that practitioners value constancy in their
theories-in-use, and that they may resort to using defense mechanisms that
protect them from these dilemmas and the result is theories in use that are self-
maintaining and immune to change. Some of these defense mechanisms are:

- Separating the two types of theories, i.e. the theories-in-use and the
espoused theory, or compartmentalizing each in a different place or
situation.

- Becoming selectively inattentive to evidence that highlights the dilemmas,
or adopting strategies that suppresses this evidence.

- Introducing changes to the espoused theory to become more congruent
with the theory-in-use, or making minor changes in the theories-in-use.

These defense mechanisms underscore the difficulties involved in the theory
building (or rebuilding) process, or the conceptual change process; especially
that constructing or reconstructing theories-in-use is intellectually demanding

and evokes emotions of confusion, and dismay.

Argyris and Schon (1974) describe two models of conceptual change. Model I is
characterized by the lack of publicly testing the theories-in-use and the result is
creating self-sealing processes that protect the practitioner from negative feelings,
such as feelings of incompetence. On the other hand, public testing of theories is
a major tool for the more effective Model 11 theory building process. This
process is based on the provision of valid information about the theories that is
free of bias and inaccuracy, on maximizing free choice of behavior that does not
exceed the practitioner’s capacities, and on taking responsibility for these chosen
behaviors. This creates an environment in which the practitioner can openly or
publicly test his/her theories and their underlying assumptions, and the result is
an openness to possibilities and a higher level of willingness to explore new
practices or actions with a minimal influence of the above mentioned defense
mechanism, therefore, facilitating double-loop learning. Model II highlights the

importance of creating a safe and authentic environment with egalitarian
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relationships among its members. This kind of environment will be further

discussed later in this chapter.

Argyris and Schon’s theory has influenced the professional development of
practitioners in many fields, such as engineering, mediciné and education.
However, although it was introduced in 1974, we still find researchers and
educationists grappling with ways to foster double-loop learning and to make
Model II theory building process a reality. Although, this theory is very popular
in the field of professional development, applying it into the practical world is
still proving difficult. Some researchers attribute this to the fact that the theory is
mainly concerned with the process of change within the individual and the forces
that act on the individual, rather than the conditions or requisites necessary to
start the change cycle (Ho, 2000). Other researchers regard the theory as ‘cold’,
i.e. over cognitive in its approach with insufficient discussion to the emotional

aspects related to the highly demanding process of conceptual change.

3.5.2 Posner, Strike, Hewson and Gertzog’s theory of conceptual change
(1982): These theorists introduced another influential theory, particularly in the
field of science education, for teaching for conceptual change. These researchers
explain that there are two aspects that need to be addressed for conceptual
change. The first is the conceptual context of the learner where learning takes
place. Posner et al. call this the ‘conceptual ecology’ which is the learner’s
cognitive structure with epistemological beliefs and knowledge that is influenced
by institutional and social sources, and that influences the learner’s conceptions

and misconceptions about a certain field of knowledge.

The second aspect is the set of conditions that are necessary for conceptual
change to take place. These are:

- Dissatisfaction with current conceptions: Realizing that existing
conceptions are ineffective is the first and most important requisite to
initiate conceptual change.

- Intelligibility of a new conception: Before exploring and adopting a new

conception the learner needs to have acquired a certain level of
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understanding of the concepts of the change and their underpinning
principles.

- Plausibility of a new conception: After understanding it, the learner needs
to feel that the conception makes sense and can be applied in the relative
context.

- Fruitfulness of a new conception: The learner must also be convinced that
adopting the new conception will lead to better results than the old

conception.

Therefore, within a certain cognitive ecology and under certain conditions, if a
learner is faced with a conceptual conflict, i.e. if a learner realizes that a present
conception is not yielding the goals aimed at, then a process of conceptual
change will be initiated, and the old conception will be replaced by a new
conception that is believed to be more effective. This theory highlights the
importance of restructuring the learner’s conceptual ecology that is done through
a process of accommodation, rather than assimilating new knowledge within

existing ecologies.

Posner et al.’s theory is regarded as being limited to ‘conditions and requisites’
for change; it specifies the qualities of a new conception that has the potential to
replace an old one with little reference to the actual change process that takes
place within the learner (Ho, 2000). Another criticism of this theory is that it is
over cognitive in its approach, i.e. it does not account for motivational and
affective factors, which according to research, have a major influence on the
process of conceptual change (Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle, 1993). Therefore, there
is a need for a more comprehensive model of conceptual change that addresses
both the cognitive and the affective aspects of this kind of change; the next

section will present some researchers’ attempts at such models.

3.5.3 The cognitive-emotional approach to conceptual change: More recent
research on teacher conceptual change claims that there is a need for more ‘hot’
models (Pintrich et al. 1993) that take into account the role of teachers’ emotions
in the process of changing beliefs and conceptions about teaching and teaching

practices. Since teaching is emotionally engaging, the process of conceptual
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change needs to address the beliefs that influence or generate emotions
(Hargreaves, 1998) and teachers need to be trained in ways that would enhance
their ability to deal with their emotions i.e. that would enhance their emotional
intelligence (Day, 1999). This emotional literacy is not only necessary for
teachers to deal with difficulties that they face in their classrooms, but also to

deal with the demanding process of conceptual change.

The term emotional intelligence (EQ) was first coined by Daniel Goleman (1995),
and it includes five domains of abilities: i} knowing one’s emotions (self-
awareness or recognizing a feeling as it happens), ii) managing emotions
(handling feelings to keep them appropriate), iii) motivating oneself, iv)
recognizing feelings in others, and v) handling relationships. The first three
domains of abilities appear to be related to what has been discussed on the role of
emotions in conceptual change. There is little research on developing teachers’
emotional intelligence, but researchers have tried to understand how educational
reform affects teachers’ emotions and, consequently, teachers’ commitment to

reform and change.

According to Pintrich et al. (1993), “...the standard individual conceptual change
model describes learning as the interaction that takes place between an
individual’s experiences and his or her current conceptions and ideas”, but
researchers who take a social constructivist approach to the process of conceptual
change take the position that conceptual change is influenced by personal,
motivational, social and historical processes. Therefore, when teachers are asked
to make changes in their classroom practices, this is not an exclusively cognitive
process, but an emotionally laden process that involves teachers’ professional
values and norms that are an integral part of their ‘sense of self’, ‘identity’, or
‘self-understanding’ as Kelchtermans (2005) prefers to call it. This researcher
identifies 5 components in a teacher’s ‘self-understanding’: self~image, the way
the teacher sees her/himself as a teacher; job motivation, the motives that make a
person choose to become a teacher; firure perceptions, the teacher’s expectations
about the future; self~esteem, the teacher’s evaluation of his/her job performance;
task perception, the way the teacher defines the role and duties of a good teacher.

In the context of a reform, self-esteem is the most important component because
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it reflects the balance between the teacher’s self-image and task perception, i.e.
between how the teacher sees him/herself as a teacher and the teacher’s beliefs
and norms about good teaching. If the reform demands changes in task
perception then the teacher’s self-esteem will reflect an imbalance and this
“...will trigger intense emotions of doubt, anxiety, guilt, (and) shame”

(Kelchtermans, 2005, p.1001).

In order to gain insight on how teachers perceive their work in a context of
reform, van Veen and Sleegers (2006) examine 6 teachers’ appraisals of their
work-and emotions in the context of a Dutch educational reform. The researchers
draw on Lazarus’s cognitive social-psychological theory of emotions that focuses
“...on the interactions and relations between the individual and the environment,
and how these relations give rise to different emotions™ (van Veen and Sleegers,
2006, p. 87). A basic assumption of this theory is that the arousal of emotions is
dependent on the individual’s appraisal of relevant events in a certain situation.
These researchers also explain that the process of appraisal is influenced by the
way the teacher perceives her/himself and by the teacher’s orientation, i.e. how
the teacher thinks he/she should work. Teachers who experience congruence
between the goals of the change and their professional orientation tend to regard
the change in a positive light, while those who experience incongruence between
their orientation and the change react negatively to it. Van Veen and Sleegers’s
study was carried out in the context of a reform that asked teachers “to adopt a
more process-oriented model of teaching, to serve as the facilitators of student
learning, and in so doing emphasize active learning and responsibility on the part
of the student” (p. 94). The results of the study showed that teachers’ reactions to
the change varied from “being angry and anxious to being happy and satisfied”
(p.94). Teachers who were closer to a student- or a learning-centered orientation,
and therefore, appraised the change as congruent with their professional
orientation, reacted with positive emotions while those with a teacher- or
content-centered orientation appraised the change as incongruent to their
professional orientation and this was the cause of feelings of anger and anxiety.
This study adds to our understanding of the impact of reform on teachers’
emotions and how these are related to the teacher’s beliefs and perception of the

reform.
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To account for the limitations of the theories that presume a very rational process
of cognitive change, Gregoire (2003) proposed the Cognitive-Affective Model of
Conceptual Change (CAMCC) which is a process-based model that specifies

mediators of belief change to include the role of emotions, appraisals, motivation

and cognition in conceptual change.

Gregoire presents his model through a series of steps and explains that each step
could lead to more than one path in the process, depending on related factors in
the teacher and in the context of the process. After presenting teachers with a
strong and intelligible message for change, teachers could take one of two paths.
Teachers with neutral and positive feelings toward the change will not be
motivated to go through the challenges of systematically processing the change
and this will lead to ‘heuristic processing’, and the result is ‘yielding’ to the
change without profoundly thinking it out, i.e. the change is assimilated and only
superficial belief change takes place. Gregoire notes that this “...explains why
many teachers who believe they have changed their beliefs, have, in fact, not

accommodated the new ideas” (p.168).

As for teachers with negative feelings, Gregoire explains that when teachers are
presented with a message of change, feelings of stress and anxiety are not
necessarily wholly negative, but could lead to more profound learning and
change because they are the basis for feeling challenged. Teachers that
experience negative feelings toward the change can also take one of two paths.
Teachers who have low self-efficacy and lack the abilities necessary for
systematic processing will feel highly threatened by the change and will resort to
avoiding the challenges of profound learning, and the result will be yielding to
‘heuristic processing’ and accordingly to ‘assimilation and superficial belief
change’. Teachers who have high levels of self-efficacy in their teaching abilities
and who feel that they are supported by colleagues and by a strong base of
subject-matter knowledge will be ‘motivated’ to take the challenge of

systematically processing the reform message.

Systematic processing is pivotal in this model of conceptual change. Although it

does not ensure that belief change will take place because there might be other
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factors in the message and in the teacher’s previous conceptions that can hinder
change, it explains how the message is to be processed if “significant, lasting

belief change” is to take place.

Since this model highlights the role of teacher self-efficacy and abilities, it
proposes that these need to be addressed within the process of conceptual change.
Teachers’ self-efficacy can mainly be enhanced by experiencing success in
helping students and by vicarious experiences, i.e. watching others succeed in
implementing the change. Therefore, it is necessary that teachers be given the
opportunity to experience incorporating the changes in their classrooms and to be
given time to think through and discuss these experiences with colleagues and
experts. At the same time, teachers need to be supported by constructive
feedback that enhances their opportunities to succeed. These are suggested ways
to increasing teachers’ self-efficacy in the process of conceptual change, yet
Gregoire admits that further research on how to enhance teacher self-efficacy is

still needed.

3.6 Educational Communities and Conceptual Change

A community that fosters professional development and conceptual change is
characterized by being both supportive and intellectually challenging (Grossman,
Wineburg, Woolworth, 2001). Educational reform and conceptual change are
highly demanding on teachers both cognitively and emotionally, and when
teachers engage in a process of redefining and restructuring their beliefs and
concepts about teaching and learning, they feel that their professional identity is
being threatened and consequently experience feelings of confusion and anxiety.
Researchers who have studied teacher development with its problems and
difficulties stress the need for a collegial community that facilitates the
challenging process of intellectual change (Grossman et al. 2001; Halliday, 1998;
Levin, 1995; Little, 1990, 1999; McLaughlin in Hargreaves & Evans 1997;
McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Nias, 1998).

Argyris and Schon (1974) state that a practitioner needs the support of a
community, with egalitarian relationships among its members, to be able to

openly test his/her theories and their underlying assumptions without being
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influenced by defense mechanisms that hinder conceptual change; however,
existing theories on conceptual change have been criticized for their lack of
theoretical reasoning about the “...role of the individual in a learning community
that supports or resists instructionally guided conceptual change” (Pintrich et al.
1993, p. 173), and even Strike and Posner (1992) state that their original theory
was over focused on the epistemological factors of the learner’s ecology and
lacked consideration of the impact of “the institutional and social sources” on the

learner’s conceptual ecology.

In a study that examined the transition process from a traditional model of
teaching to a problem-based learning model, Kolmos (2002) explains that
although change in education can occur at many levels, there are fundamentally
two basic levels: the individual level -which has already been discussed in
previous sections of this chapter- and the systematic level “... which focuses on
changing the overall foundation of the educational program by instituting new
objectives and methods of teaching. .. along with efforts aimed at cultural
change” (p. 63). Therefore, to arrive at change from one model to another it is
not enough to change the current teaching methods, but there is also a need to
make changes at the organizational level and to the culture of the educational
environment. Among the elements that need to be addressed at the organizational
and cultural levels Kolmos (2002) highlights the need to facilitate the
development of ‘colleague cooperation’, and notes that it is not easy for teachers
who are used to working individually and independently in the traditional model
to incorporate in their practice an active participation with their colleagues that is
based on reciprocal relationships. Even if difficult and complex, this kind of
culture is indispensable, and change will not be easy to come about unless
teachers are involved in regular discussions about their experiences with change.
Kolmos’s research demonstrates that introducing new models of teaching is not
enough, and that it is crucial to encourage teachers to critically reflect on
elements in their original models before they can adopt the elements of the

introduced model.

Similarly, Hill (2004) proposed the Developmental Education for Conceptual
Change (DECC) teaching model that combines Strike and Posner’s (1992) theory
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of conceptual change with the Developmental Instruction Model (Knefelkamp,
1981). Hill’s mode] incorporates key ideas of these models with the autonomy-
supportive education and the community of inquiry approach to teaching. Hill
(2004) explains that the aim of a community of inquiry is to tackle a problematic
issue in order to arrive at deeper understanding and more informed judgments in
relation to the issue in question. This is usually achieved through dialogue among
members of the community who enjoy equal status and are guided by mutual
interests. According to Hill (2004), the characteristic of mutual respect inherent
in the community of inquiry encourages learners (who are teachers in this context)
to support each other in asking questions, to become more comfortable about
taking risks, and to voice their opinions more candidly. This will eventually
encourage teachers to engage in classroom practices that confront traditional

beliefs.

Day (1999) also states that if “...the social context (is) unfriendly, then it is
likely that the (teachers’ capacity to learn) will be minimized” (p. 73). Day cites
research which indicates that positive interpersonal relationships within

collaborative cultures are crucial to teacher professional development.

Furthermore, McLaughlin (1997) explains that maybe the most important
contribution of teacher learning communities is in helping teachers ‘unlearn’ old
assumptions, beliefs, and consequently practices. Whether in the form of
academic department meetings or interdisciplinary teacher teams or cross-role
groups, discussion among teachers and other professionals in education provides
an arena for questioning, reflection, and problem solving that could prove highly
effective in teacher professional development. Teachers need safe and supportive
environments that help them to voice their anxieties and confusion during reform

in order to be able to deal with them and eventually overcome them.

Levin (1995) also adds evidence to the crucial role that discussions among
teachers play in teachers’ learning. In Levin’s research, discussion seemed to
influence teacher learning on different levels, ranging from clarifying and
elaborating their thinking about a particular issue to acting as a catalyst for

reflection and a tool for promoting metacognition. Levin adds that teachers who
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did not engage in discussion were more likely to reiterate their original thinking
about the issue under study, and this solidified and reinforced their initial
responses and allowed little opportunity for teachers to gain new perspectives

and to engage in real change in their thinking.

This common agreement among educators that social interaction among peers
fosters learning seems to be rooted in theories of developmental and social
psychology. Piaget (1932) claimed that peer interaction poses critical cognitive
conflict which acts as a catalyst for change; when teachers engage in discussion
the different perspectives introduced could provide cognitive conflict that needs
to go through a process of equilibration by 1‘estructﬁring existing schemata
related to the issue being discussed. Moreover, Vygotsky (1934/1978) claimed
that social interaction not only initiates change but also shapes the nature of
change, and that higher mental functions, such as logical memory and .
conceptualization, originate first in the social plane and then in the intra-
psychological plane. Accordingly, social interactions and group discussions

among teachers could promote learning and development.

However, McLaughlin (1997) cautions that putting teachers and educators in a
room once or twice a week will not ensure that real discussion, the kind that
fosters professional development, will take place. Meetings characterized by
administrative and bureaucratic procedures will not lead to authentic discussions

that could lead to real learning.

Therefore, researchers agree that the quality of teaching is influenced by the
quality of relationships among teachers outside the classrooms, but the question
is how one can build professional cultures of teaching that could help in
implementing reform and introducing change in classrooms. According to
Hargreaves and Evans (1997), these professional cultures “...cannot be bullied
into existence” (p.4); it takes care and commitment over long periods of time to
build trust among the teachers in the school which is a necessity for the

establishment of these cultures.
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Little (1990), outlines conditions that are imperative for the establishment of
these cultures: emotional connectedness, moral support, reciprocal help and
mutual trust all in the pursuit of a common cause, and Westheimer (1998)
discusses the five common themes in theories of community, namely,
interdependence, interaction/participation, shared interests, concern for
individual and minority views, and meaningful relationships. However, very few
researchers explain the processes of forming and sustaining a teacher community

that is characterized by these conditions and themes.

Through their experience with a professional development project Grossman et al.
(2001) present a model of teacher community. These researchers outline the
maturation process that a ‘group of teachers’ go through before they become a
‘community of teachers’. This model comprises four dimensions: i) formation of
group identity and norms of interaction, ii) navigating fault lines, iii) negotiating
the essential tension, and iv) communal responsibility for individual growth.
Through the fostering of a productive tension that has dual foci on student
learning and teacher learning, teachers go through a process of transformation
that allows them to participate more effectively in their learning community and
to be more open to learning from the other members of the community. Teachers
start by identifying with subgroups, such as their departments, and their sense of
individuality overrides their responsibility to the group, but eventually they
develop a sense of identity to the whole group and recognize that the multiple
perspectives introduced by the group members are a source of enrichment for
their discussions and an opportunity to examine other avenues of thought that
each teacher alone might not be aware of. This leads to a new more open
interaction among the group members and a feeling of responsibility for the
development of the whole group. Moreover, these researchers explain that
teachers start by avoiding conflict and disagreement, but as they appreciate the
contributions made by the divergent views, they learn to put their differences into
productive use, and eventually teachers recognize that teacher learning and
student learning are two sides of the same coin, and they become committed to

both personal growth and community growth.
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The kind of community that Grossman et al. (2001) advocate is, however, not
easy to accomplish in schools. The nature of teachers’ work tends to foster
isolation rather than interaction (Little, 1990; McLaughlin in Hargreaves &
Evans, 1997), and teachers’ work load and time constraints are main challenges
that face the development of effective communities of learners in schools. This
mandates a conscious effort from decision makers in an educational system to
provide the necessary support for the development and sustainability of such
communities, and this could be done in the form of policy that both encourages
teachers to meet and discuss their thoughts and concerns openly, and that reduces

the pressures of bureaucracy and administration.

3.7 Educational Policy and Conceptual Change

According to Darling-Hammond (1990), policy makers tend to over invest in
developing texts and materials for teachers to use in their practice and in creating
control systems for teachers, and this is usually at the expense of developing
teachers’ knowledge. As discussed earlier, teachers are the implementers of
reform, and if reform is delivered to them without the opportunity to interrogate
its principles and to assimilate its concepts, then reform will not lead to its
desired goals. Based on this, Darling-Hammond (1990) proposes that every
educational reform plan policy needs to be paralleled with a teacher reform
policy. Since teachers'teach from what they know, then policy makers need to
pay attention to teacher knowledge. Moreover, gaining new knowledge that will
affect teaching practices is a slow and difficult process, so policy makers must
create the necessary conditions, support and initiatives that allow teachers the
opportunities they need to construct and reconstruct their thinking about teaching,
before they can change the way they teach. More practically, this would mean a
better communication of the policy to the teachers, and an ongoing professional
development system that integrates supervision and evaluation (Darling-

Haﬁnmond, 1990).

Hargreaves and Evans (1997) go further by suggesting that teachers should be
included all through the reform phases, starting from its creation to it

implementation. This will help diminish feelings of “...stress, loss of control and
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mechanical obedience (among teachers)” (p.4), and will encourage risk taking

and “intellectual adventure”.

Similarly and with a more explicit constructivist approach, McLaughlin (1997)
calls for “Capacity-building policies (that) view knowledge as constructed by and
with practitioners” (p. 80). McLaughlin explains that teachers’ knowledge can
not be enhanced through conveying solutions to teachers in a top-down manner.
Rather teachers’ professional development needs to be integrated in their daily
routine in schools and span all through their careers. McLaughlin (1997), like
Hargreaves and Evans (1997), suggests that teachers need to be involved in all
aspects of educational policy starting from what students should know, to how

students should learn, to how student performance could be assessed.

Another important issue related to policy is that sometimes new policy can be
incompatible with some aspects of previous policy, and this can lead to further
confusion and stress among teachers. Hopkins and Levin (2000) advise that
policy needs to be both “system-wide” and “system-deep”. System-wide policy
is informed by the same values base and is coherent with the overall framework
of policy. System-deep policy, which is more related to our discussion, refers to
“...the policy’s ability to create a framework for implementation that leads to
changes in practice” (p.20). Therefore, policy also needs to explicitly include
issues of implementation that aid teachers through the process of change. These
researchers present key findings from research on school improvement in the
form of guidelines for policy makers who want to raise the possibility of
effecting change in an educational system; some of these are:

- Focus on student achievement as much as on curriculum and organization;
i.e. state in precise manner how the proposed changes will impact
teaching practices and how these will improve student learning.

- Provide a variety of well-developed curricula or teaching models.
Teachers know their students and their contexts better than policy makers,
so providing them with alternative models that share common guidelines
gives them the opportunity to become more involved through making
informed and thoughtful choices that are more suitable for their contexts

and their students.
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Enhance school capacity through different dimensions. Ideas need to be
clarified and shared through communication among administrators,
teachers, parents, and students. Moreover, people who are involved in the
school need to develop and to share in all aspects of school organization
and school improvement.

Provide necessary resources and support for staff development.
Resources could be in the form of presentation of theory and
demonstration of practice, while support could be in the form of
collaboration and peer coaching. This is necessary even if it entails
drastic alterations in the way schools are organized.

Support research, both in the school and outside the school that increases
evidence about effective practice and ensure the dissemination of

evidence to schools and teachers.

Following these guidelines could facilitate a process of “in-school learning”

which not only aims at changing teaching practices, but also at changing the

school culture (Lieberman, 1995). However, although researchers have been

explicit about the way policy can help improve teaching, we find that educators

still feel that policy is playing a role that undermines teaching quality rather than
improve it (Cochran-Smith, 2002; Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002), and that

policy makers do not take into consideration what research says about effective

teaching and learning (Allington, 2005). The reasons for this would need to be

further investigated, but Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) suggests that

“... the top-down approach is comforting to policy makers because it preserves
the illusion of control” (p. 160). .

3.8 Conclusion

Literature on teacher development and on issues related to teacher development

reflects the paradigm shift in the contemporary theories of learning. Just as

‘modern’ theories of learning emphasize the importance of providing students

with opportunities to construct knowledge and understanding, developing

students’ critical thinking and problem solving skills, and engaging students in

cooperative learning, so do the ‘modern’ approaches to teacher development.

Critical thinking, problem solving and inquiry based learning underpin the
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theories of conceptual change discussed in this chapter. Moreover, the principles
of cooperative learning seem to be at the heart of the professional communities
that are regarded by researchers as pivotal in the process of professional
development. Just as teachers need to go through a process of conceptual change
before they can implement new teaching practices in their classrooms, policy
makers also need to go through a process of cognitive restructuring that will help
them to see the reality of educational reform and to adopt policy that would lead

to real changes in education.

Moreover, the literature on teacher development that has been presented in this
chapter attempts to understand and explain conceptual change and demonstrates
that there is a common ingredient in the different approaches to professional
development. This common ingredient is the process of engaging teachers in
examining their initial concepts about the learning process, and in analyzing and
understanding new concepts being introduced, the result is preparing teachers to
make informed decisions about where and when they need to introduce change.
This is referred to by Argyris and Schon (1974) as ‘testing one’s theories-in-use’,
by Posner et al. (1982) as ‘restructuring the conceptual ecology’ of the learner,
and by Gregoire (2003) as ‘systematically processing’ the reform message. At
the heart of the examining, analyzing and understanding is an aggregate of
thinking processes that have been labeled as “reflection”, and reflection has been
defined by researchers such as Shulman (1986) and Schon (1987) through
diverse thinking processes such as reviewing, reconstructing, re-enacting,
considering, speculating, contemplating, introspecting, critically analyzing, and
evaluating. This poses another series of questions that have also been the target
of a diverse body of research, such as, what kinds of thinking can be considered
as reflection? What does reflection incorporate? What should teachers reflect
about? What kinds or stages of reflection are there? What factors enhance
reflection? What factors impede reflection? And may be most importantly, what
makes reflection a driving force to change practice when this change is needed?

The next chapter discusses the literature that has addressed these questions
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CHAPTER 4
TEACHER REFLECTION

4.1 Introduction

As discussed in the previous chapter, for teachers to introduce real change in
their classroom practices, there is a need to go through a process of conceptual
change; i.e. a process of identifying their beliefs about learning and teaching and
comparing them with their practices, in order to develop these practices in ways
that would enhance student learning. Teacher educators who adopt this approach
to teacher development regard reflection as the tool for conceptual change and
consider reflection to be central to learning processes and key to the continuing
professional development of teachers (Korthagen & Lagerwerf, 1996; McAlpine
& Weston, 2000; Tillema, 1994, Tillema, 2000, Wood & Bennett, 2000).
Accordingly, the literature on teacher professional development is rich with
definitions of, and research on, reflection. This richness, however, provides
diverse views on the different aspects of reflection, such as its definition,
identification and enhancement among professionals. This chapter presents the
different explanations that researchers provide in relation to reflection through
answering.questions such as: what is reflection and how does its development
affect teachers’ beliefs and conceptions about learning? How can teacher
educators enhance reflection among teachers and what are the factors that
impede reflection? And what is role of reflection in teacher development and,

more specifically, in action research?

4.2 A Comprehensive Definition of Reflection

One of the first definitions of reflection was by John Dewey (1910/1933) who
explained that reflection begins when an individual is perplexed or uncertain
about an idea or a situation and strives to arrive at an appropriate solution.

Dewey distinguishes between ‘impulsive action’ which is based on trial and error,
‘routine action’ which is mainly based on authority and tradition, and ‘reflective
action’ which is based on “active, persistent and careful consideration of any
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it”
(Dewey, 1933, p.9); Dewey also argued that teachers need to observe, and reason

in order to reflect effectively.
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Based on Dewey’s definition of reflection, Schon (1987) elaborated that when
“A familiar routine produces an unexpected result” and the experience “contains
an element of surprise”, we may either brush it aside or reflect on it. If we
respond by reflecting on the “surprise” we may either reflect-on-action, i.e.
thinking back on what we have experienced “in tranquillity” and with “no
connection to present action”, or we may reflect-in-action, i.e. reflect “in the
midst of action without interrupting it”, this kind of reflection leads to
“reshap(ing) what we are doing while we are doing it.” (p. 26). Schon
distinguishes between “trial and error” and reflection-on-action; while in the
former the actions are “randomly related to one another”, in the latter the chain
of actions undertaken are a result of reflection on each action and “its results set
the stage for the next trial (or action)”. A distinction that is similar to Dewey’s

distinction between ‘impulsive action® and ‘reflective action’.

Accordingly, reflection could be understood to be a “dialectical process that
looks inward at our thoughts and outward at the situation in which we find
ourselves.... it is thus meta-thinking (thinking about thinking) in which we
consider the relationship between our thoughts and our actions in a particular
context.” (Shkedi, 2000).

Shulman (1987) defined reflection as a set of thinking processes in his Model of
Pedagogical Reasoning and Action. According to this scholar, reflection is
“reviewing, reconstructing, re-enacting and critically analysing one’s own and
the class’s performance and grounding explanations in evidence” (p. 31), and
Valverde (1982), stated that reflection answers the question “What am I doing
and why?”. The self-evaluation that follows from this question would be an
examination of one’s situation, behaviour, practices, effectiveness and
accomplishments, through a process of persistent and careful consideration,
speculation and contemplation of one’s beliefs and knowledge; accordingly, this
will lead to professional development and a greater understanding of self and the
profession. Moreover, Kottkamp (1990) defined reflection as “A cycle of paying
deliberate attention to one’s own actions in relation to intentions... for the
purpose of expanding one’s opinions and making decisions about ways of acting

in the future, or in the midst of the action itself” (p. 182).
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In general, the literature reflects an overlap of ideas in the definitions of
reflection; for example Shuiman’s definition of reflection encompasses Stone’s
(1994) definition of Pedagogical Analysis which is “ analytical examination in
vivo of the constructs that seem to offer useful insights into practical teaching” (p.
313), and Kottkamp’s definition seems to acknowledge Schon’s concepts of

reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action.

Although reflection has been defined through diverse thinking processes such as
reviewing, reconstructing, re-enacting, considering, speculating, contemplating,
introspecting, critically analysing, and evaluating, very few researchers explain
how to measure reflection in observable terms, and this might have been one of
the main reasons why educators claim that the term reflection is used “rather
loosely” leading to no final agreement on the definition for reflection (Griffiths,

2000, McAlpine & Weston, 2000).

In their attempt to try to solve this problem, Sparks-Langer, Simmons, Pasch,
Colton and Starko (1990) tried to operationalize the term reflection. In their
research, they tried to find answers to the following questions “What are the
characteristics of reflective pedagogical thinking? How can we know if it is
present? And, how can we develop it in teacher education programs?” (p. 23).
The research resulted in the Framework for Reflective Pedagogical Thinking
which distinguishes among seven types of language and thinking where level 1 is
the lowest with no description provided and level 7 is reflection that includes
explanations with moral, ethical or political issues. Table 4.1 presents the seven

levels of reflection.

The Framework was based on, among other researchers’ work, Van Manen’s
(1977) discussion on the levels or types of reflection. Van Manen categorizes
reflection into 3 levels. The first is technical reflection where the teacher focuses
on the technical application of educational knowledge to reach an unexamined
goal. Reflection here concentrates on “the means rather than the ends” (p. 226).
The teacher is more concerned with ‘how to apply a teaching technique’ rather
than ‘*how would this technique influence students’ learning’. The next level is

practical reflection; here the teacher examines both the means and the goals with
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their underlying assumptions. The focus of reflection at this level is on
“interpretive understanding”, what is being learnt and how well is it being learnt.
The third level is critical reflection; here the teacher engages in reflection on the
value of the educational experience and starts to consider the political and ethical
aspects of this experience, along with issues of justice, equality and freedom.
Research shows that teachers’ reflection is mostly at Van Manen’s first level,
less at the second level and rare at the third level (Shkedi, 2000; Sparks-Langer
& Colton, 1991).

Level Description
1 No descriptive language
2 Simple, layperson description
3 Events labelled with appropriate terms
4 Explanation with tradition or personal preference given as

the rationale

5 Explanation with principle or theory given as the rationale

6 Explanation with principle/theory and consideration of
context factors

7 Explanation with consideration of ethical, moral, political

issues

Table 4.1: Framework for Reflective Pedagogical Thinking (Sparks-Langer
et el. 1990).

Another discussion of the levels of reflection was presented by Zeichner and
Liston (1987); these researchers also outline three levels of reflection but define
the levels from a different perspective. The first level is routine reflection;
reflection at this level is characterised by being “guided by outside authority”
rather than the teacher’s theories and beliefs about learning and teaching. Here
the practitioner uses “very definitive statements” which lack curiosity and
attention to complexity. Moreover, reflection of this kind does not focus on
problems and incidents of failure or ineffectiveness are usually blamed on others.
The second level of reflection in this hierarchy is also called technical reflection
but is defined as being “instrumental”; hence the teacher uses reflection as a
means to solve a specific problem rather than a process that interrogates the

nature of the problem. The third level is dialogue reflection; through interacting
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with other people, other theories or other ideas reflection becomes a process of
learning where the teacher engages in considering the views of others; here the

teacher becomes more curious, asks new questions and tries new approaches.

As for kinds of reflection, Gore and Zeichner (1991) distinguish four varieties of
reflective teaching; an academic version, a social efficiency version, a
developmentalist version, and a social constructionist version. Each of these
versions stresses some aspects of teacher reflection over the others. For example,
the academic version stresses the presentation of subject matter to the students
while the social efficiency version stresses the application of recommended
teaching strategies, and the developmentalist version focuses on the needs of the
students and the social constructionist stresses reflection on the social and
political context of the educational process. While all of these kinds of reflection
are important, neither is sufficient by itself and effective teacher reflection

encompasses all of these areas.

From a different perspective, McAlpine and Weston (2000) explain that
reflection can take place in different “spheres”, which is the term used to
designate different arenas for reflection without suggesting levels that transcend
in a particular order. According to these researchers, teachers engage in practical
reflection which focuses on “improving actions in a particular class”, strategic
reflection which focuses on “generalized knowledge and approaches to teaching
that are applicable across contexts”, and epistemic reflection which “represents a
cognitive awareness of one’s reflective processes, as well as how they may

impede reflection and enactment of plans(p. 364).

These researchers also provide a model of the metacognitive processes of

reflection; accordingly they define reflection as:

“... anchored in experience, in teaching action. Teaching actions
are monitored in terms of external cues in order to track the achievement
of goals, prior to, concurrent with and retrospective to instruction.
Monitoring may lead to decision-making, decisions to modify teaching
actions, dependent on where cues fall in relationship to the corridor of
tolerance, a mechanism for explaining why only some cues lead to
decisions to change. Ongoing use of the processes of monitoring and
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decisions making are essential for building knowledge.” (McAlpine &
Weston, 2000, p.366)

Therefore, according to McAlpine and Weston (2000), in the centre of the
metacognitive model there are a set of goals that direct and constrain its other
features. Reflection starts from experience or action, and during teaching the
teacher monitors cues in the environment to collect information about the
teaching-learning process. This collected information is compared with the
teacher’s intended plans for the lesson. These plans are selected from the options
or alternative strategies that the teacher knows about and are formulated by
cognitive structures accumulated in the teacher’s knowledge base through a
combination of training and experience. If there is a need to alter these actions to
better fit the intended plans then the teacher needs to make decisions to make
changes in the action; otherwise, the action will be maintained. These researchers
explain that the teacher might not make changes in the classroom practices when
the discrepancy between the information collected through monitoring and the
intended plans is not large enough and falls within what the teacher believes to
be acceptable bounds, in the researcher’s words: “falls within the corridor of

tolerance”.

From the above discussion on reflection: what it is, what it encompasses, and
how it takes place, it becomes clear that reflection is a process of thinking that
encompasses several stages and even though researchers define reflection from
diverse perspectives, they seem to converge on the point of view that teachers
need to be encouraged to reflect because reflection is a necessity for professional

and personal development.

4.3 The Interpersonal Aspect of Reflection

So far reflection has been described in terms of the intrapersonal, i.e. the
cognitive and meta-cognitive processes that the teacher engages in while
reflecting. All approaches, perspectives and activities used by researchers to
describe and encourage reflection seem to have a common un-stated assumption,
that “The practitioner is in total control of deciding whether to reflect, and as a

result, whether and how to change his or her practice” (Kottkamp, 1990, p.199)



and that reflection is typically an intrapersonal activity and its locus of control is
within the practitioner her/himself. However, the interpersonal aspect of
reflection is just as important in effecting change in behaviour and one can be
encouraged by others to think. This is the role of the colleague, the collaborator,
the critical friend, or the supervisor (coach), in the process of reflection and this
aspect could involve two kinds of interactions: the collegial interaction and the

interaction with the “coach” (Schon, 1987).

Through collegial interaction, teachers become involved in discussion “...their
exposure to multiple theories of action often makes them aware of the extent to
which their own practice is theory-laden; is suggests the surprising possibilities
of theories of action alternative to their own and it creates interest in the problem
of testing, synthesising or choosing among equally plausible theoretical options”
(Schon, 1987, p. 324). Brookfield (1995) recommends participating in critical
conversations with peers. This will lead to better understanding of what teachers
experience in their classrooms because the discussions will highlight other
perspectives to these experiences and help the teachers to reframe and at times
reconstruct their theories in practice. However, for these discussions or
conversations to be effective they need to take place in “authentic communities”
(Halliday, 1998). These communities are characterized by being directed by
concerns for good practice and what works for the learner, rather than being
directed by authority and traditions. Such authentic communities are not only the
responsibility of teachers or teacher trainers, but also the responsibility of

administration and educational authorities.

As for the interaction with the coach, Schon (1987) explains that this interaction

——

needs to be in the form of a dialogue. To start with, the dialogue is to take place

in a context where the learner attempts to learn and both coach and learner make
use of action and words and engage in reciprocal reflection-on-action. Through
this dialogue the coach tries to understand what the learner knows and what
he/she still needs to learn; accordingly, the coach demonstrates or models the
action that needs to be learnt and accompanies the demonstration with overt
reflection-in-action. The learner also reflects-in-action while applying the

knowledge that he/she has constructed from the demonstration. Ultimately, both
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coach and learner move toward a “convergence of meaning” where

communication becomes more effective and learning more efficient.

Moreover, for reflection to be a driving force for change, it needs to reveal
incongruencies between what the practitioner intends to do and what he/she
actually does. Although at times these incongruencies can be arrived at
individually, in most cases there is a need for an “outsider’s” perspective, and

this is usually in the form of feedback.

Feedback that is non-judgemental and non-critical has proven to help teachers to
change their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours (Berkey, Curtis, Minnick, Zietlow,
Campbell & Kirschner, 1990). Feedback is most effective when it excludes all
forms of advice, judgement, and even praise, because these impede reflection and
convey the message that someone else other than the teachers is evaluating their

practices and thus releases the teacher from responsibility (Kottkamp, 1990).

Kottkamp (1990) distinguishes between two types of feedback: the descriptive
and the prescriptive. Descriptive feedback is usually a communication of what
took place during the session or the lesson. Although no description can be fully
objective, supervisors could present what they experienced in a way that is less
influenced by their subjective views. Of coarse this is not easy, especially if the
person giving the feedback has always practiced giving prescriptive feedback.
Just as teachers are expected to go through a process of conceptual change, so do
supervisors; they need to investigate their beliefs about their role and the
teacher’s role in the supervisor-teacher relationship, since these beliefs could
affect the quality of feedback and consequently impact the teacher’s ability to

reflect.

Prescriptive feedback is usually in the form of evaluation. When the supervisor
engages in telling the teacher what she did right or wrong and in giving

prescriptions for future lessons, then the egalitarian relationship is lost since the
supervisor is “taking a superior stance” (Kottkamp, 1990, p. 200). This kind of
feedback could result in teachers defending their practices rather than engaging

in self-evaluation, and the result is impeding to reflection.
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Therefore, engaging in discussions with others is crucial for the development of
reflection, but the relationship with others needs to be one of trust and respect

before it could lead to success in this area.

4.4 Theories of Learning and Reflection

With the paradigm shift in educational research from a scientific-empirical
approach to a constructionist approach, there has been a shift in the way
educators see teacher development and what they think works and what does not
work. The traditional model of teacher training, which was named by Tigchelaar
and Korthagen (2004) as the “technical rationality approach” emphasised the use
of teaching strategies, educational procedures, exercises and tasks, and a number
of studies show its failure in influencing teaching practices (Tigchelaar &
Korthagen, 2004). This model is being replaced by a teacher development model
which is influenced by the constructivist approach to learning and which
emphasises the role of reflection in learning. Therefore, there is a shift from
asking questions such as what to train teachers in, and what are the best strategies
to train teachers, to asking questions such as how do teachers think, what do they
think about, how can we encourage teachers to think about the diverse issues that
confront them in a classroom, and how can teacher reflection effect change in

classroom practices.

This new perspective on teacher development is also influenced by learning
theories that place reflection at the heart of the learning process. Some of these
theories are Dewey’s (1933) conception of how a learner thinks, Kolb’s (1984)
theory of the experiential learning cycle, and Schon’s (1987) theory of the

reflective practitioner.

4.4.1 Dewey’s (1933) conception of how a learner thinks: This conception was
articulated in Dewey’s book How We Think. Although this scholar identified
several modes of thinking such as belief, and imagination, he elaborated most on
reflection. His concept of reflection and the purpose it serves were characterized
by four criteria by Rogers (2002). The first criterion is that Dewey views

reflection as a process of making connections among pieces that together make a
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whole, i.¢. it is a meaning-making process. Through reflection the learner tries to
formulate the relationships among the elements of the experience, between the
experience and previous experiences, and between the experience and formerly
acquired knowledge. These relationships help the learner to form a théory that
would inform practice. However, learning does not stop here because by
encountering a new experience the theory is tested and either modified or

elaborated.

The second criterion is that reflection is a rigorous way of thinking. Dewey
contrasts between the stream of consciousness, invention, believing and
reflection. The stream of consciousness is just the involuntary stream of thought
that we all engage in, as for invention, it is a kind of imagination which could be
a subset of reflection but not equal to it, and believing is based on prejudgement
without deliberate mental activity such as observing, collecting and examining l
evidence. As opposed to these kinds of thinking, reflection according to Dewey
is “(a)ctive, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form
of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further
conclusions to which it tends”(italics in original, p.9 as cited by Rogers, 2002).
Therefore, reflection is a deliberate act; it is a thought process that tries to
understand existing knowledge that comes in the form of beliefs, theories, and
ideas, and to verify the basis on which this knowledge was formed and to see its

effects on the world of experience.

The third criterion for Dewey’s theory of reflection is the importance of

expressing or communicating to others the deliberate thought process and its |
conclusions. This is necessary because while communicating the thinking
process the learner explores it further, gains from feedback on its strengths and

weaknesses, and opens up to new perspectives or new avenues of thought.

Effective communication of one’s thoughts is enhanced by a set of attitudes and
these form the fourth criterion. Dewey explains that the attitudes that the learner
brings to the process of reflection can either enhance learning or impede it.

Although he stresses the legitimacy of all attitudes, he argues that good thinkers

are aware of their attitudes and can use them to enrich the thinking process.
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Reflection, however, can enhance learning when accompanied by
wholeheartedness or genuine enthusiasm, by directness or conscious effort for
learning and acquiring knowledge, by open-mindedness or willingness to
understand and examine other perspectives, and by responsibility or readiness to

take action when needed.

4.4.2 Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle: This theory is presented in
Kolb’s book Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and
Development. Kolb draws on the work of Dewey (1933), Piaget (1977) and
Lewin (1948) to try to explain his model of experiential learning. For Kolb
“learning is the process where by knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience” (p. 38) and his model depicts learning as a process
made up of a four phase cycle: concrete experience, reflective observation,
abstract conception, and active experimentation. Although learning could
commence from any of the phases in the cycle, it is most effective when the

learner goes through all the phases.

Kolb explains that in concrete experience the learner’s senses and emotions are
engaged in some activity. This leads to reflective observation where the learner
gets engaged in gathering information about the experience and tries to make
sense of the data through discussions and elaborations, and through relating it to
previous experiences. Here the learner asks him/herself questions such as what
happened, and what did I observe. The third phase is the in-depth thinking phase
where the learner tries to relate the picture formed from the experience with
theories and concepts, and starts to develop theories by asking questions such as
how can I explain what I observed, what does this mean, how is it significant,
and what conclusions can I draw. The fourth stage involves action where the
learner tries to implement what has been learnt from previous phases; this is the
active experimentation phase. According to Kolb learning does not stop at the
active experimentation phase, but a new cycle of learning could start, since

learning takes place in a spiral manner.

4.4.3 Schon’s (1987) theory of the reflective practitioner: Schon explains that

problems in a practitioner’s real-world do not present themselves in well-formed
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structures, but are presented in a “messy, undetermined situations” (p. 4). This
calls for the practitioner’s construction of the problem from the data provided by
the situation itself. This construction process is not straight forward but is
influenced by the practitioner’s background, interests, and perspectives. These
factors play a role in the selection of data from the situation and even influence
the interpretation process, i.e. the way the practitioner makes sense of the data.
Schon terms this process as “factor naming” and “problem-framing”. The next
step calls for the practitioner to construct new strategies for action which will
need to be tested in a real-life or virtual situation, then evaluated in order to
decide whether the course of action chosen has helped in coming closer or in
achieving the goals set by the initial step of problem-framing. These thinking
skills are especially necessary in a profession where the existing knowledge
cannot fit every case and cannot provide ‘a’ right answer to every problem, like

in the profession of teaching.

4.5 Approaches to the Development of Reflective Teachers

The literature presents a variety of approaches that are intended to foster
reflection. Some of these approaches are supervised experiences (Sparks-Langer
& Colton, 1991; Zeichner, 1987), case studies and ethnographic studies (Blanton,
2002; Frank, 1999; Kottkamp, 1990; Valli, 2000), and engaging teachers in
action research projects (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991;
Zeichner, 1987). These approaches have a general common aim which is “...the
development of teachers who have the skills and dispositions to continually
inquire into their own teaching practice and into the contexts in which their

teaching is embedded” (Zeichner, 1987, p. 565).

Through supervised experiences teachers are helped to develop their reflective
skills by taking part in a teaching activity that would be utilised for teacher
learning. Teachers have the opportunity to learn from their actual experiences in
the classroom and videotapes of lessons are often used to help teachers to review

and critique their own teaching.

This approach has also introduced a new kind of supervisor where the emphasis

in this role is on developing the reflective capabilities of the teacher, rather than
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evaluation and advice giving which are the trademarks of traditional supervisory.
Teachers are encouraged to engage in analysing their classroom practices and to
be their own evaluators and decision makers, to ask questions and to use
information from their own observation (Zeichner, 1987; Hatton & Smith, 1994;
Valli, 2000; Kottkamp, 1990); eventually, teachers will develop the needed skills

to become reflective.

Case studies and ethnographic studies are also used to help teachers develop
reflective skills. While documenting a case, the teacher gets involved in
reflective thought that prompts deeper understanding of issues related to student
learning and student behaviour; moreover, when choosing a recommended
course of action, the teacher will investigate different theoretical perspectives
which might be conflicting at times (Kottkamp, 1990; Valli, 2000). This will
open up new perspectives for the teacher to investigate and will direct the teacher
to “explore how the present situation links to their own prior experiences”
(Colton & Sparks-Langer, 1993, p. 47).

Similarly, while conducting ethnographic studies, the school becomes a social
laboratory for study where the teacher observes, takes notes, conducts interviews,
or even video-tapes events. Teachers could choose to study some aspect of
classrooms, curriculum or teacher-student interaction and make common
assumptions or beliefs about teaching and learning problematic, and hopefully
see alternative ways to deal with the everyday problems (Zeichner & Liston,
1987). In her study, Frank (1999) found that getting teachers involved in
ethnographic studies helped them to refrain from making immediate judgement
and quick inferences and interpretations and to rely on evidence; she also found
out that with time the teachers became more engaged in reflective practice

around their teaching.
A very important aspect of ethnographic studies is the writing up stage; teachers

are “forced” to make sense of the data collected and this will help in discovering

insights and in creating deeper understanding of what goes around them in school
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and what is overlooked in the midst of the demanding daily routines (Blanton,
2002).

Action research is a form of inquiry that promotes reflection by encouraging
teachers to become “...critical consumers of research, participants in research
discussion, and developers of research-based approaches to classroom decision
making” (Burbank & Kauchak, 2002, p. 500). Although there are different
versions of action research, the most common model is the cyclical action
research process which is made up of the reconnaissance stage, the planning
stage, the acting stage, and the observing and reflecting stage (Kemmis &
McTaggart, 1982). Therefore, the methodology employed in action research
encourages teachers to ask questions about theory and practice and fosters

reflection through inquiry.

According to Leitch and Day (2000), different orientations to action research
lead to different types of reflection. These researchers outline three orientations
to action research: the technical, the practical, and the emancipatory. Technical
action research fosters reflection that deals with solving immediate and pressing
problems at the expense of developing the teacher’s capacity for reflection on
practice as a whole. This could restrict teachers to a technical-rational approach
to teaching rather than developing reflective capabilities that lead to the wider
goal of professional development. Practical action research, on the other hand, is
concerned more with the process than with the product. In this approach, teachers
reflect on both moral and practical issues and relate them to important problems
in their contexts. Here the emphasis is on analysis rather than on fact-finding and
on introspection and self-evaluation rather than problem solving. Although the
practical approach deals with social and moral issues, it does not necessarily lead
to the development of the teacher’s professional self or to the construction of a
full professional identity. This is where emancipatory action research plays a role.
This approach encourages teachers to question tradition, habits, and beliefs that
reside both within the reflecting person and the social and professional contest as
a whole. Reflection here is more concerned with values both personal and social
and through this kind of reflection the teacher develops a higher level of

awareness of both the self and the society. This enables the teacher to plan for
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change not only in the personal field but also in the educational system and the

society as whole.

The literature is not conclusive about the effect of action research on the
reflective abilities of teachers; Dinkelman (2000) states that using action research
methodology in his study, which aimed at developing critical reflection in three
secondary pre-service teachers, was able to reveal limited but significant
evidence of critical reflection and critically reflective teaching. Kraft (2002)
reports on her study that aimed at enhancing critical reflection through a
professional development course which involved teachers improving elementary
science instruction through an action research process. The researcher concludes
that this study “...validate(s) teacher research structured around principles of
critical self-reflection as a way to assist teachers in understanding their practice

and questioning beliefs, values, and assumptions underlying their practice” (p.
188).

Another perspective on developing reflection is presented by Shulman (1986)
who explains that teachers need to be armed with an array of knowledge before
they can engage in meaningful reflection that is necessary for teachers to deal
with “the indeterminacy of rules when applied to particular cases” (p.11). In his
article Shulman outlines different kinds of knowledge that teachers need to be
equipped with. These are: subject matter content knowledge, pedagogical content
knowledge and curricular knowledge. Content knowledge refers to the facts and
concepts of a domain and to the understanding of the structures of these and their
relationships to each other. Pedagogical content knowledge is the knowledge
related to teaching a certain subject, and curricula knowledge refers to
understanding the curricular alternatives available to teaching a certain subject
and to relating the content of a subject to other lessons in other subjects. This
knowledge base could be organised in three different forms of knowledge:
propositional knowledge, case knowledge and strategic knowledge. Research on
teaching and learning provides teachers with propositions rather than principles
and teachers need to apply these propositions in the light of the circumstances of
a situation. Case knowledge is knowledge presented to teachers in the form of

specific and rich descriptions of events that could be examples of the more
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abstract form of propositions. However, it is strategic knowledge that is most
challenging for teachers since it is the knowledge teachers use when they are
confronted with a certain problem or situation that has no clear cut explanation
from the propositional and case knowledge. This is where reflection is at its
highest levels since the teacher cannot readily apply what she/he knows without
careful consideration of the different types of input provided by the situation
itself. Shulman’s discussion of categories and forms of knowledge could be
regarded as the cognitive structure that needs to be developed among teachers
and the metacognitive processes that teachers need to master before valuable

reflection takes place.

These are some of the approaches used by teacher educators to develop teachers’
reflective abilities and reflective practice, but due to the difficulty of defining
reflection and identifying it, researchers in this field still highlight the need for
more research on reflection and ways to develop it; they, however, agree that

fostering reflection will lead to professional development.

4.6 Methods and Techniques to Enhance Reflection
To encourage and develop this kind of thinking among teachers, again
researchers suggest diverse methods and techniques based on the researcher’s

orientation and perspective on reflection.

Researchers with an academic orientation tend to emphasise the need for a
theoretical background on which reflection is based, for example, Stone (1994)
states that there is a need to teach and demonstrate to teachers “... how
theoretical input from the fields of study can help their work in classrooms.” (p.
311). Similarly, Sparks- Langer et al. (1990) explain that in order to enrich a
teacher’s schemata about learning and teaching, it is necessary to first learn about
tha concept then observe examples of it, and then experiment with it in a
classroom; only then will the teacher be able to reflect on the concept in a more

meaningful way.

Other researchers with a developmental orientation tend to focus on

understanding students’ thinking and students’ needs. These researchers consider
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that in the first stages of professional development teachers will reflect on issues
of classroom control and ways to establish their authority in their classrooms;
however, when the teacher becomes more confident and competent, the content
of her reflection will start to deal with students’ learning and progress and this

will lead to developing a deeper understanding of learning and teaching (Fuller,
1969; Griffiths 2000).

Researchers with a social change orientation tend to emphasise the use of
strategies that foster social interaction among teachers and colleagues, or teacher
and mentor (or coach). These researchers also believe that developing teacher
reflective skills will lead to higher levels of self-awareness that result in higher
levels of empowerment and emancipation (Brookfield, 1995; Halliday, 1998,
Schon, 1987). According to Schon (1987) a student learns by joining with a
coach “... in a particular communicative enterprise, a dialogue of words and
actions.” (p. 163). This dialogue takes the form of reciprocal reflection-in-action
where the coach demonstrates and describes his actions in a way that is suited to

the student’s needs (difficulties and confusions) at the time of demonstration.

Brookfield (1995) recommends building trustful relationships with students and
colleagues who will provide valuable feedback on teaching practices; this
feedback is highly valuable to teachers who want to become critically reflective
because it helps them to see the discrepancy between “What is and What should
be” (p. 29). By collecting student comments on the teacher’s actions and
discussing them publicly in a safe atmosphere that reflects the teacher’s belief in
the value of critical reflection, the teacher might succeed in “getting inside the
students’ heads and see classrooms and learning from their point of view” (p. 35)

which is an excellent source for higher levels of reflection.

Therefore, researchers with different orientations recommend different
techniques to encourage teacher reflection in accordance with their perspective
on reflection. In an article that catalogues the different means that facilitate
reflection, Kottkamp (1990) lists techniques that have been used by researchers,
and explains that these techniques could be placed on a number of overlapping

dimensions. To start with, reflection could be focused either on past or present
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events, and could take place in different media, such as writing, reading,
observing, listening, or talking. A professional could reflect individually or in
groups and the process of reflection could be self-initiated or could be instigated
and facilitated by others. Kottkamp (1990) adds that professionals can either
reflect on actual experience or on simulated events, Along these dimensions this
researcher catalogues a number of activities that can encourage teachers to reflect,
ranging from interviews, to video observations, to journal writing, to group
discussions, and recommends to “mix and match” a menu of activities that best

suit the teachers and their contexts.

Although the above discusses techniques are all aimed at enhancing teacher
reflection-on-action “...the optimal professional performance assumes reflection-
in-action” (Kottkamp, 1990, p. 183). Kottkamp (1990) explains that researchers
in the field of reflection believe that this is achievable through practice, so
teachers could start by engaging in activities for reflection-on-action, but
eventually their reflection abilities will become automatic and more readily
available; this is where reflection-in-action becomes possible; research still needs

to establish this.

4.7 Factors that Impede Reflection

Teachers tend to resist becoming involved in activities that encourage reflection
because they do not see it as an immediate need. Teachers are more inclined to
invest their time and effort in the tasks that make up their daily routines, such as
lesson-planning, correcting students’ work or even dealing with students’ social
and behavioural problems. Among these pressing tasks, a teacher might find it
unimportant to engage in journal writing or group discussions. This is quite
understandable because reflection affects change in the long run while teachers
are usually busy finding solutions for immediate problems. Accordingly, it is
imperative for schools which aim at encouraging their teachers to reflect to make
organizational changes that “institutionalize time for reflection” ( Berkey et al.,
1990, p. 230).

Another reason for teachers to resist engaging in reflection is the feeling of

vulnerability which is usually associated with this kind of thinking (Day, 1998,
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Hatton & Smith, 1994), Whether technical, practical or critical, reflection
demands exposing of one’s beliefs and perceptions, and if the teacher feels
unsafe in an environment or feels less qualified than her colleagues she is
unlikely to discuss openly her thoughts and feelings; accordingly, Colton and
Sparks-Langer (1993) state that there is a need for a collegial environment where
teachers feel safe and where thoughtful practice is nurtured. Moreover, the
environment needs to be perceived by the teacher as supportive to risk taking;
reflection involves taking risks in one’s practice and doing things differently and

an unsupportive environment could act as an impediment to change.

Teachers might also lack basic knowledge and skills that aid reflection. Meta-
cognitive skills are at the basis of reflection and if teachers have been long
detached from reading articles related to their profession, and from analyzing
systematically incidents and cases related to student learning and student
problems then this will prove difficult for them to engage in reflection that
incorporates (as mentioned earlier) a wide range of thinking processes. This is
referred to by educators who adopt an academic orientation to reflection, such as
Shulman (1987) who states that téachers need to be well informed about their
subject matter and the pedagogy related to the subject matter to be able to

facilitate the process of learning for their students.

4.8 Motivating Teachers to Reflect

The above discussion on reflection, what it entails and how it is developed
establishes that reflection is hard work, and that teachers need to invest both time
and effort in reflection if they intend to pursue professional growth. However, as
mentioned earlier, teachers are usually pressed for time and have tight schedules
with little space for reflection. This raises the issue of how to encourage teachers

to persist in engaging in reflection in the midst of their demanding daily routines.

In relation to this, Colton and Sparks-Langer (1993) state that “...reflective
teachers are motivated to grow” and that “...a key piece to this motivation is a
sense of self-efficacy” (p. 46). These statements are based on Ashton and Webb’s
(1986) study that proposed that self-efficacy influences teachers’ behaviour,

efforts and persistence. Teachers with high self-efficacy tend to persevere with
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students who have difficulties learning. Ashton and Webb’s (1986) study was

influenced by Bandura’s (1977) work on self-efficacy and motivation.

Bandura (1977) explains that behaviour is determined by three factors:
knowledge and skills, outcome expectations, i.e. the likely consequence of the
behaviour, and self-efficacy. Accordingly, if teachers are to be committed to
reflection, they need to have the related knowledge and skills and to believe that
engaging in reflection will lead to the improvement of their practice or to solving

a problem that they are facing.

Similarly, Feather (1969) states that the degree to which a learner will expend
effort on a task is influenced by two factors: the degree to which he/she expects
the effort will lead to success in completing the task and the value of the
expected reward after the completion of the task. Therefore, for teachers to invest
time and effort in reflection they need to believe that they can engage in valuable
reflection and that reflecting on their practices will help them in a way that is
valuable for them. Accordingly, teachers need to be provided with the
opportunity to acquire a suitable knowledge base that would help them to
understand the concept of reflection and to apply reflection and test its value on

their own teaching (Hatton & Smith, 1994).

The relationship between self-efficacy and reflection was presented by Scott
(2003) whose study concluded that the teachers who were successful in learning
and utilising new and complex teaching strategies exhibited high levels of self-
efficacy and sound self-reflection techniques. These teachers also demonstrated
analytical thinking skills and meta-cognitive skills in relation to their teaching

practices and to their students’ learning and behaviour.

Moreover, self-efficacy is dynamic and changes as learning occurs (Schunk,
1996), when a person perceives progress motivation is sustained and the outcome
is continued learning. Success in learning will result in increased self-efficacy,
and this will provide further motivation to attempt more difficult tasks
(Woolfolk, 1993); self-efficacy helps in generating a “learning to learn” effect

where the teacher establishes a positive cycle of innovative teaching practices

85




and on going professional development (Joyce & Weil, 1986). Therefore,
teachers need to believe that engaging in reflection will aid them in professional
growth and they need to experience the positive effect of reflection on their
teaching practices to persist on reflecting and making sense of what they

encounter in their contexts.

4.9 The Effect of Reflection on Teachers’ Beliefs and Conceptions
Techniques or means that facilitate reflection help teachers become more aware
. of their personal and professional “selves” who are highly interrelated (Day,
1998; Day & Leitch, 2001). The profiles of these “selves” are a direct result of
the teachers’ belief systems and perpetual frameworks ...that are usually
removed from (their) awareness” (Clark & Peterson, 1986). This point is also
referred to by Schon (1987) as the knowing-in-action; it is the “know-how
implicit in (practitioners’) actions™ and it is “incongruent with their descriptions
of it” (p.25). However, wﬁat if this “know-how” is not yielding the desired
results for the action and what if the teacher is engrossed in her/his teaching to
the point that student learning is not being taken into consideration; this is why it
is important to make what is normally tacit knowledge more explicit, and this
could be done through a process of reflection (Hewson, Hewson, & Jensen,
1989). Schon’s (1987) perspective on tacit knowledge is different from Hewson
et al.’s (1989), while the former sees the process of making the implicit explicit
as a way to help new practitioners learn from the masters of the trade, the later

sees it as a necessity for conceptual change.

Korthagen (1993) explains that teachers’ actions are directed by their knowledge
structures, or “cognitive schema”. This schema contains knowledge that is
related to the content of the subject that the teacher deals with, to the students
with their needs and backgrounds, to pedagogy, and to the context in which the
teacher is teaching. When the teacher is faced with the need to adopt new
educational theories, he/she needs to resort to “reflection” since it is a set of

* thinking processes that help the teacher to see things from new perspectives.
According to Korthagen (1993) reflection is basically a process of analysing and
understanding both the existing cognitive schema and the newly introduced

educational theories, then followed by a process of assimilation that restructures
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the existing schema in a way that integrates the new theories. Other theories that
highlight the role of reflection in the process of conceptual change have been

discussed extensively in the previous chapter.

4.10 Conclusion

Both the promised effectiveness and the complexity of reflection, with its
multidimensional aspects -the cognitive, the social and the psychological- have
made it a popular area for contemporary teacher educators and professional
development researchers. Reflection has been researched extensively, but many

issues related to it still need to be further investigated.

Teacher educators today seem to believe in the importance of reflection, but they
still have much to find out especially in relation to what makes teachers reflect
and how can reflection influence teaching practices. Many attempts have been
made to find evidence of reflection, but the personal characteristics and social

contexts of these attempts make the findings of research bound to specific areas.

Researchers in principle agree that reflection helps teachers to develop
professionally and to increase the possibility of conceptual change which is a
prerequisite for introducing change in teaching practices. Moreover, action
research is documented to encourage teachers to reflect in a way that would
improve their teaching; accordingly, this study tried to investigate teachers’
engagement in reflection in the framework of an action research. The next
chapter reports on methods used to encourage teachers in primary schools in
Lebanon to reflect in the context of implementing the new curriculum in their

schools.
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CHAPTER 5
METHODOLOGY

5.1 Introduction

Assumptions regarding ontology and human nature are directly related to
epistemological beliefs; in addition, the way the researcher regards reality and
human nature affects the way he/she perceives knowledge and the ways to
acquire it, and it is these epistemological beliefs that dictate different modes of
research as a way to arrive at knowledge (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). It is,
therefore, important to identify the ontology and the epistemological stance that

underpinned the methodology of action research employed in this study.

Accordingly, the chapter starts with a brief explanation of the relationship
between ontology and epistemology on the one hand and methodology and
methods of research on the other. Then this is related to personal feﬂections of
ontology and epistemology that helped me to understand why action research
was the most attractive methodology for me as a researcher in this study. This
quest for self-awareness is followed by exploring action research, its origins, its
definitions, and how it started and how it is diversely implemented by

researchers.

Against this backdrop, the setting and the participants of the research are
described, the research design, along with the difficulties that were faced, is
presented and the changes that the design went through during the
implementation of research are explained through my position on the first and
second order action research. The chapter ends with a presentation of the data
analysis process and with a discussion of issues related to trustworthiness and the

researcher’s ethical stance.

5.2 Ontology, Epistemology and Methodology
According to Burrell and Morgan (1985), it is the researcher’s implicit and
explicit assumptions about the social world and the ways to investigate it that

lead to the choice of research methodology. Similarly, Crotty (1998) explains
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that our choice of methods and methodology is directly informed by the
assumptions that we hold concerning reality and how we can learn about it.
Morgan and Smircich (1980) add that any research method can not be presented
in abstract, but the researcher’s underlying assumptions regarding the nature of
knowledge and the nature of the phenomena being studied need to be explored to

justify the choice of research method.

The assumptions that a researcher holds are embedded in a three dimensional set
of beliefs where each dimension is reflected in the other and is affected by the
other. Morgan and Smircich (1980) delineate these dimensions as: assumptions
regarding ontology, assumptions regarding human nature and assumptions

regarding epistemology.

Ontology is defined as a particular view of reality held about the situation in
question, as the study of being (Crotty, 1998) and as the way we view ourselves;
a theory of being (McNiff, 2002). Morgan and Smircich (1980) present a
continuum of basic assumptions regarding ontology which are held by
researchers in the field of social science. At one end of the continuum reality is
regarded as “projection of human imagination”; here reality is viewed as
completely subjective where the subject creates reality uninfluenced by the
object being studied. On the other end of the continuum, reality is assumed to be
“a concrete structure”; here reality is viewed as completely objective and the
researcher is expected to map the object being studied with no contribution from

his/her subjectivity.

Along the continuum are less extreme views of reality and their corresponding
sets of assumptions are explicitly influenced by one of the extreme poles, yet at
the same time implicitly incorporates assumptions from the other end. To
demonstrate, Morgan and Smircich (1980) place in the middle of the continuum
two views of reality: “Regarding reality as symbolic discourse” and “Regarding
reality as a contextual field of information” (pp. 494-495). According to these
authors, social “scientists” who hold the former view see the social world as “a
pattern of symbolic relationships and meanings sustained through a process of

human action and interaction” (p.494). Hence, individuals act and interact
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through a set of symbols to form reality; as such, reality is not completely
subjective or completely shaped from the inside of the individual, but is also
influenced by other actors. The later ontological position is placed on the
continuum in a position that is closer to the objectivists’ approaches; here the
world is regarded as a “process of information”, and “the social world is a field
of ever changing form and activity based on the transmission of knowledge”
(p.495). Hence, individuals act and interact with their contexts through the
exchange of information, and reality is shaped through this exchange. Therefore,
reality is not a fixed entity and the individual is a changing element in the

changing whole.

A social scientist’s ontological stance, i.e. his/her perception of the social world,
influences the way he/she learns about it and acquires knowledge. Accordingly, a
researcher’s assumptions about the world and reality result in adopting a certain
ontology that will lead to adopting a compatible epistemology, i.e. theory of
knowledge. The social scientist who believes that reality is a realm of “symbolic
discourse” will employ an epistemology that seeks to understand the nature and
patterns of the symbols that individuals use to negotiate their social reality. This
epistemological stance is reflected in Glaser and Strauss’s grounded theory
approach (1976). According to these researchers, “...grounded theory is
inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents” (Backman
& Kyngas, 1999). The findings of such an epistemological approach does not
regard the findings as universally generalizable, but addresses social processes in

order to clarify them and make them public” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980).

However, a social scientist who believes that reality is a “contextual field of
information” will seek to map the contexts and to understand how the exchange
of information between individuals and their contexts effects change; in these
contexts and how individuals adjust to these changes;. Here the social scientist is
concerned with “... the mapping of contexts ... and facilitating understanding of
the patterns of systemic relationships inherent in the ecological nature of those
contexts” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). One of the first proponents of this
approach is Gregory Bateson who developed the cybernetic epistemology in1972.

His work has influenced the therapeutic practices that have dominated the field
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of family therapy for many years (Bertrando, 2000), where the family is regarded
as a system that is not passively influenced by external causes, but actively

transforms these external inputs to evolve into a transformed system (Hoffman,

1992).

Therefore, each set of assumptions on the ontology continuum is also reflected
on the epistemology continuum. A highly objectivist view of reality will dictate a
positivist epistemology that regards the social world as a concrete structure that
needs to be studied through empirical analysis, while a subjectivist view of
reality will tend towards a structuralist epistemology where meaning is imposed
on the object by the subject and where “the object makes no contribution to the

generation of meaning” (Crotty, 1998, p. 9).

The importance of the epistemological stance of a researcher is that it is one of
the determinants of the methodology chosen for a piece of research. The
methodology is the way the researcher chooses to find about the reality that is
being studied. Although the literature on social research generally shows one link
between certain epistemologies and methodologies, these relationships are not
mandatory; there are methodologies that can be related to more than one
epistemology and the case is the same for methods used within certain
methodologies. The researcher has a margin of freedom to create a unique
research design that will fit the unique purpose of his/her research; however,
what is mandatory is to be able to justify the choice of a certain methodology in
relation to the questions that the study needs to answer; only then will the
conclusions arrived at be regarded with respect and given credibility (Crotty,
1998).

5.3 Personal Reflections on Ontology and Epistemology

In reference to my background in the field of teaching and school counselling
that was discussed in the introduction to the thesis and in relation to what was
discussed above on ontology, epistemology and their relationship to research
methodology, it seems important to start with finding the relationship between

the aim of the research and the methodology chosen for it.
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As mentioned before, the main aim of this research was to find ways for the
educational system to provide the appropriate opportunities and the support that
teachers need to become well equipped to play a more significant role in helping
students to overcome the majority of the social and the academic difficulties that
students go through. This is to take place in the context of an educational reform
that expects teachers to do away with traditional teaching practices that are
teacher centred and that emphasize memorisation, and to incorporate in their
classrooms practices that are more student centred and that emphasize critical

thinking, problem solving and creativity.

My personal experiences have led me to construct my view of the reality of the
educational context that I worked in, and this view of reality has led to my
adoption of the epistemological belief that people learn and generate knowledge
from their experiences in a certain domain. Thus learning or acquiring
knowledge or skills is a process of development that is rooted in experience, but
the question is how can teachers be motivated to use their experiences as a base

for further learning and development?

Based on the belief that each of us constructs his/her own image of reality and
that this image is formed and informed by our experiences, there was a need to
find a way, a method‘or a methodology, that will involve teachers in a process
that will provide for them the opportunity to understand their educational context
in order to identify it, evaluate it, and then propose ways to introduce changes in

it.

Literature on educational research is rich with examples that could cater for the
above mentioned need, and all of these examples fall under the title of action

research.

5.4 Why Action Research?

According to McNiff (2002), researchers who employ action research are divided
on the purpose of this approach; while one group regards its aim to observe and
understand how individuals act, the other group defines the purpose of action

research as a tool for social change that is understood and planned for by the
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participants themselves. The former group would regard action research as a
methodology which focuses on observing behaviour and offering descriptions of
these individuals’ behaviours, and the later group regards action research as a
methodology that is initiated and interpreted by the participants themselves, to
try to find solutions to problems faced or to find ways to overcome difficulties in

their professional, social or personal lives.

Action research from the interpretivist approach seeks “... merely to
understand. . .to read the situation in terms of interaction and community... to
accept the status quo”, and this was not the aim; what was needed here is
research “...that challenges...that reads (the situation) in terms of conflict and
oppression... that seeks to bring about change” i.e. research from the critical

inquiry approach (Crotty, 1998, p. 113).

For me it was the second perspective on action research that seemed to offer a
methodology that helped to formulate the main aim of this study: change and/or

improvement that needs to start from emancipation.

The emancipation referred to here is not necessarily the liberation of oneself
from a defined oppressor, as in Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972).
Instead, it is liberation from a set of beliefs and conceptions about teaching and
learning that have been handed down vertically from generation to generation
and horizontally from administrator to supervisor and from teacher to teacher. I
saw action research as a process that would start from Elliot’s (1991)
“reconnaissance”, again not exactly the same as Elliot’s understanding of one’s
context and all the factors that interplay in it, but more of understanding one’s
present role in this context and the factors that define this role, thus leading to
realising the potential that this role has and the factors that are impeding or
obstructing the development of this role to its real potential. When teachers
realise that they have the potential to play a more effective role with their
students then they might start to plan for changes in themselves, in their practices

and in their contexts.
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This idea is referred to by McNiff who states that one of the roles of action
research and other more modern movements in social research is to challenge
traditional views, and that these movements are built on the premise that “We
have the potential to recreate ourselves... (and) that people are able to realise
their own capacity of self-recreation, and to remove obstacles which might

obstruct this self-development” (McNiff, 2002, p.56).

Therefore, the main aim of the research was to aid teachers, through a process of
reflection and action, to realise the theories that they were adopting in their
everyday practice, and then to try to identify the theories that they were blindly
incorporating in this practice without any real investigation. This would be the
first step in helping them to differentiate between the theories that are compatible
with their own beliefs and values about their role, and the theories that are
created externally and that are incompatible or that contrast to how they see

themselves in this role i.e. the oppressing theories.

According to McNiff, Naomi Chomsky laid the foundation for the notion of
external and internal theories when he presented the idea of external language,
E-Language, and the internal language, I-Language, in his book Knowledge of
Language (1986). Then in 2000, Chomsky further developed this idea into the
concept of I-conceptual systems and I-belief systems “...a concept that revolves

around the internalising nature of beliefs and ideas” (McNiff, 2002, p. 21).

Starting from Chomsky’s E-language and I-language, McNiff explains that for
her the main purpose of action research is to enable the participants in research to
generate [-theories of knowledge. These are “...theories which are already
located within the practitioner’s tacit forms of knowing, and which emerge in
practice as personal forms of acting and knowing.” (p. 22). Then the next step
would be to investigate these theories in order to find out if they are in
contradiction, and to what extent they contradict, with what the person believes
in. This is an important phase in the process of action research because it allows
for deep and meaningful self-study which according to McNiff “...is now widely
recognised as a powerful influence for personal and social renewal” (p. 23)

(emphasis added).
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Therefore, if the aim of this study is to help teachers to liberate themselves from
theories that are generated externally from them by other creators in their
personal and professional contexts and to aid them in a process of generating
their own theories, internal theories, which are compatible with their beliefs and
their values, then teachers need to be engaged in a process that would allow for
knowing themselves more in order to plan for the changes that they need to
incorporate in themselves and in their contexts. This is crucial for any authentic
change process, since “The process of influencing social éhange begins with the

process of personal change” (McNiff, 2002, p.23).

From the above discussion, action research could be understood as an
individualistic process, but this kind of research does not end here. Although it
starts with each actor, in any role, involved in the research being ‘reflexive’, i.e.
to reflect on his or her actions and try to analyze what he/she is doing and why,
this is not sufficient because the actor might be engaged in producing self- |
fulfilling and self-sealing systems 'of action which are a result of the defensive
nature of human beings, and “this will only escalate patterns of error” (Argyris et
al. 1985, p.61). Therefore, collaboration between practitioners and “outsiders” is
not only essential to “...overcome the traditional gap between research and
practice” (Ainscow et al. 2006, p. 52); but also necessary to validate the analysis
that the actors’ reflexivity results in. This validation process could be done
through a proce-ss of collaborative action research where “insiders” and
“outsiders” comment on and critique the results of each others’ analysis to arrive
at better understanding of development in schools (Ainscow et al. 2006). It can
also take other forms where practitioners work in teams with colleagues and hold
regular meetings for collaboration, where practitioners reflect with the help of a
“critical friend”, or where practitioners work with a consultant who acts as a

facilitator by providing support and resources when needed (Stuart et al, 1997).

To understand the process and the dynamics of action research there is a need to

understand its origins and its evolution through its implementation by researchers.
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5.5 A Brief History of Action Research

Originally action research was not regarded as a process of emancipation;
although it is rooted in social change through empowerment and democracy. The
researchers that are referred to as the originators of action research are John
Collier and Kurt Lewin. Both these researchers worked with deprived
communities in the USA as a means to bring about development and social
change. Between 1933 and 1945, Collier worked with Native Americans to aid
them in developing their communities. Lewin’s work (1945) was with a group of
factory workers, and its aim was to increase their productivity through raising
their self-esteem and through helping them become more independent and more
involved in the decision making process. (Adelman, 1993; Corey, 1953; McNiff,
2002; Stuart, Morojele & Lefoka, 1997).

Kurt Lewin was the first to introduce the cyclical process of action research.
According to Lewin’s theory, action research is an action-reflection process that
starts with planning, then acting, then observing and then evaluating or reflecting

that will most likely lead to another planning phase in a subsequent cycle and so
on (McTaggart, 1991; McNiff, 2002).

Later action research was introduced to educational contexts. In the USA
Stephen Corey’s work (1953) aimed at improving decisions and practices in
education, and in Britain action research was first introduced by Lawrence
Stenhouse (Stuart et al. 1997; McNiff, 2002). Stenhouse’s approach to
curriculum development was characterised by a conviction that teachers need to
be involved in the process of curriculum development since “... teaching .strategy
is an important aspect of curriculum... (and) curriculum development must rest
on teacher development” (Stenhouse, 1975, p. 24), and according to Stenhouse
teacher development is “... adopting a research and development approach to
one’s own teaching, whether alone or in a group of cooperating teachers” (p.3)

{emphasis added).

Another milestone in the history of action research is John Elliot’s work in the
Ford Teaching Project (1972-1974). Elliot’s work was based on the contention

that the introduction of sound innovations to a curriculum did not translate into
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the implementation of these innovations in the classrooms, and the result was
little change in the educational context. Elliot proposed a project that would
involve teachers in a process of action research in order to identify and then plan
for ways to overcome the obstacles that were standing in the way of real change
in classroom practices (Adelman, 1993). Elliot’s contribution was in redefining
the “reconnaissance” phase of action research to include analysis and not just
fact-finding and to be a recurring part of the process and not just at the beginning.
Moreover, Elliot emphasised that the implementation of action is not a straight
forward process; the researcher needs to allow for change in the plan and to
evaluate the action with respect to the extent to which it was implemented.
Elliot’s contributions resulted in a modified model for action research (McNiff,
2002).

In 1986, Wilf Carr and Stephen Kemmis added a new dimension to the definition
of action research. These researchers explained that teacher development cannot
be achieved by solely looking at teaching practices because these practices are
shaped and governed by a multitude of factors that define the social and the
political context in which they take place. The social situation and the power
relationships in schools and other educational institutions can foster teaching
practices that serve the perpetuation of the status quo. Accordingly, participants
in action research need to expose these social and political relationships and
challenge their definitions of reality through critical inquiry, and then consider
ways to introduce changes at all levels (the individual, the institution, and society
as a whole) that aim at making societies more democratic and more just. Carr and
Kemmis’s (1986) addition to the definition of action research is in stressing the
importance of developing both the “rationality”” and the “justice” of practices and

situations in which these practices take place.

Although Kurt Lewin 1s regarded as the originator of action research, he did not
write extensively on the process of action research and did not explicitly explain
his views on the philosophy and methodology of social science (Peters &
Robinson, 1984). This left space for later action researchers to come up with

varied interpretations of Lewin’s theory, and accordingly, action research
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developed in different directions with diverse interpretations and

implementations, and today action research is claimed to be difficult to define.

5.6 Action Research Today

What is agreed on among action researchers is that it is a process that is based on
action and reflection, but variations in the implementation of the research are
quite clear. In an attempt to understand and categorize these variations Peters and
Robinson (1984) analysed the work of 11 action researchers and came up with a
list of 15 characteristics for action research; these researchers concluded that
there are two versions of action research. The first version, and the most
prevalent one, views action research as a mere methodology, while the other
version and which is adopted by researchers such as Kemiss (1988), Elliot (1972)
and Argyris (1980), emphasises the emancipatory potential of action research

and gives importance to the participants’ beliefs, values and intentions.

In a similar attempt to define what action research is and what it is not,
McTaggart (1991) outlines basic principles that can guide action research, and he
emphasises that this kind of research needs to be concerned with changing both
the individual and the culture of the groups, institutions and society through a
democratic process where all participants play equal roles in all the phases of the

research.

McNiff (2002) acknowledges that there needs to be general principles for action
research, but she cautions that the models that are presented by the different
researchers are to be treated as guidelines rather than rigid principles that do not
allow for the unpredictability of the real life contexts where action research is
carried out. McNiff explains that due to the complexity of real life educational
contexts action research would be in the form of “... spirals of action reflection
(that) unfold from themselves and fold back again into themselves... (this would)
communicate the idea of reality which enfolds all its previous manifestations yet

which is constantly in a state of balance within disequilibrium” (p. 56).

MCcNiff’s discontent with previous linear models of action research is based on

her experience with action research; she, like other eritics of the many attempts
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of action research, realizes that in many instances this research does not arrive to
concrete and measurable change (Peters & Robinson, 1984) and is not
characterised by rigor as all respectful and credible research needs to be (Cohen
& Manion, 1980). This could be explained in the light of two of the main
characteristics of action research; the first is that action research stresses less data
collection and data analysis and more the processes of collaboration, dialogue
and empowerment (Reason, 1998), and the second is that when implementing
action research the researchers are usually confronted with the discrepancy
between the clear cut descriptions of the theoretical literature and the messiness

and lack of order in working within real life contexts (Dickens & Watkins, 1999).

Therefore, since action research takes place within real contexts that are
characterised by high levels of complexity which are the result of the diverse
array of factors that interplay within these contexts, it becomes nearly impossible
for the researcher to delineate all the factors, their kinds and levels of influence
and their continuous change through their interaction. To list a few of these
factors in the educational context, for example, there are the teachers, the
curriculum, the students, the parents, the administrators, the local authorities, and
the educational policies. Each of these factors brings with it to the context it’s
social, economical and educational backgrounds, and each interaction between
any two factors and their backgrounds influences the factors themselves and
makes a change in the backgrounds. This is one way to explain why some critics
of action research feel confused and frustrated with it and doubt its potential to

bring about real and sustainable change.

It is the reality of action research that keeps researchers looking for new ways to
define it and for new models to guide it, and it is this reality that underpins the
presentations of new models, such as the generative transformational
evolutionary model presented by McNiff (2002), that is claimed to “...
emphasise the creative and spontaneous aspects of living”. This model, and
similar ones, depicts action research as a process that is guided by the need of the
practitioners involved, and that aims at personal and professional change of

attitudes, perspectives and values, as well as changes in practice (Howes, 2001).
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5.7 Action Research and this Study

As mentioned earlier, it is the main aim of this study to engage teachers in a
process that would start with exercises that would facilitate their understanding
of themselves and their contexts, in order to identify changes that need to be
introduced in their contexts for them to develop their practices and their roles,
then the teacher can plan for ways to implement these changes, and evaluate
them, only to start thinking of new ways to understand, plan, change, evaluate
and so on, i.e. the aim is to arm teachers with skills that would allow them to be

engaged in a continuous process of personal and professional development.

To work towards this very ambitious aim, I needed a research approach that
would be in line with my epistemological beliefs and that could empower
teachers by acquiring essential skills and by believing that they can make use of
these skills to introduce improvements in their personal and professional selves.
More explicitly, the research method would need to accommodate:

- A self-awareness exercise that would aid teachers to identify their
beliefs and understand their classroom practices in the light of these
beliefs.

- A safe context that would encourage teachers to plan for changes that
they feel are necessary, to implement these changes and to evaluate
them.

- A means of support that would facilitate the process of self-awareness,
planning for change and evaluation of change, all in the aim to help
teachers to realise their ability in introducing change in themselves
and in their contexts.

- An educative process that not only develops teachers’ self-esteem, but

also develops their skills in designing and implementing change.

From the above discussion of action research, its origins, and the way it has
evolved, it seems that this kind of research could be instrumental in realizing the
aims of this study; again, more explicitly, action research:
- Starts with a reconnaissance phase that allows not only for fact-
finding but also for analysis of the what is found; in this phase the

participants are involved in identifying their beliefs and their
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behaviours which are dictated by these beliefs; they are also involved
in understanding their contexts with the factors that play a major role
in shaping these contexts (Schon, 1983; Carr & Kemmis, 1988; Elliot,
1991, 1997; McNiff, 2002).

- Is aprocess that facilitates change, starting from the individual and
leading to change in the individual’s context whether in an institution,
a community, or a society as a whole (Elliot, 1997; McTaggart, 1991).

- Is a democratic process where participants play equal roles in
planning for changes and ways to carry out these changes, i.e. it is a
process that plays down the power relationships and advocates a
bottom-up change plan rather than the other way round (Elliot, 1997).

- Is an educative process that aims at empowering participants with
skills, particularly research skills that would pave the way for further
planning for development in educational settings (Elliot, 1997,

Walker, 1994).

Considering the above characteristics of action research makes it clearer to me
why action research seemed, from the first stages of this study, an attractive
research approach, and why with further investigation it was chosen to be the
guiding process. In the next section, I will explain in more details the way the
research was implemented, how the participants (the teachers) were engaged in
the process, the activities that they were participating in, the way the data was
collected and analysed and the difficulties faced and the ways these difficulties

were dealt with.,

5.8 Action Research in Developing Countries

At the beginning of this section, I feel that there is a need to clarify a point that
would help to put the research design and its implementation into perspective and
make it clearer. As a first time action researcher, I approached this research with
a certain degree of naivety. Although I had read extensively about action
research during the initial planning phase of the study, now I realize that I was
unable to grasp the extent of difficulties involved in this kind of research. These
difficulties are especially evident in developing countries where the educational

systems are highly authoritarian and where teachers are implicitly trained to
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follow the instructions of their superiors until they develop thinking habits that
need to go through an extensive process of unlearning before any real learning
can take place. This is referred to by researchers who implemented action
research in developing countries (Walker, 1994; Stuart et al. 1997; Pryor, 1998;
Stuart & Kunje, 1998; Lewin & Stuart, 2003).

Stuart and Kunje (1998) report on implementing action research in six Malawi
schools. They question whether the educational environment in African countries
is “...so unconducive that one can not speak of ‘action research’ in such
contexts” (p. 377). The researchers compare between action research in the USA
and the UK and action research in developing African countries. While teachers
in the UK and the USA “...were relatively well-qualified and motivated and saw
themselves as ‘professionals’ (p. 378), teachers in the African countries saw
themselves, and were perceived by others, as “...government servants, as
‘deliverers’ of a nationally-decided curriculum, rather than as ‘reflective
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practitioners’” (p. 379). These researchers explain that in these countries “...the
cultural and societal contexts tend to be more hierarchal and authoritarian”, and
the result would be teachers who are “...socialised into dependence and had

internalised the subordinate role” (p.380).

Stuart and Kunje (1998) conclude that although they felt that their interventions
were successful in many ways and they were able to find evidence that showed
changes in head teachers and teachers’ ability to work collaboratively and to
reflect about their work, they were faced with limitations that hindered the
development of a “critical community”. This was due to the rule of hierarchy in
the education system and due to lack of experience with new ideas such as the

“reflective practitioner”.

Pryor (1998) also refers to problems that researchers face in conducting action
research in West African schools. He explains that the evidence that he has
presented shows that “... the key problem is that the teachers’ lack of a sense of
their own agency make any critical reflection on classroom action irrelevant”
(p.226); he suggests that this ‘disempowerment’ of teachers is deeply rooted in

an authoritarian culture where teachers do not perceive themselves as enjoying

102




any degree of autonomy. Pryor also states that “...the two most important
prerequisites for anyone taking an active role in action research (are) their ability
to study their own activity and also to take steps to change it” (p. 226) seem to be
absent in these contexts and this works against the development of action

research.

Walker (1994) introduces an action research project in South Africa. She
describes her difficulties in engaging teachers in reflective practice, and explains
that ““...an impoverished educational background, experience of the structural
power of a centralised education authority, and state repression” all contributed
to teachers being ““...unwilling to challenge authority”, and to subscribe to the
view of “...teachers as technicians” (p. 67). Walker concludes that change has to
start somewhere, and in similar educational contexts action research needs to be
reformulated to aim at developing reflective teaching first, before aiming at

teachers becoming researchers.

Although I had read the articles in which these researchers discuss their
difficulties with action research in developing countries, I did not believe that
these would apply to the same extent in the context of my research. Lebanon is a
developing country, but it is believed to have one of the best educational systems
in the Arab world. However, it seems that this reputation is based on the success
of the private schools in Lebanon that cater for the middle and upper class of the
Lebanese society. Accordingly, my naivety is a result of my limited experience
of 15 years as a teacher and later as a school counsellor in a private school in
Lebanon. The context I worked in is characterised by being more “modern”,
more open to change, and more influenced by the Western thought such as
liberty and democracy. The school had the resources that allowed for the teachers
to attend seminars and workshops in Lebanon and abroad where they were
introduced to the latest innovations in education and where they were encouraged
to experiment, reflect and critically analyse their practices and their schools.
However, my research was implemented in public schools where students come
from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, where resources are very limited and
where teachers need to abide by the policies of the local and the central

educational authorities.
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I did not realise that the differences would be so great and that one could not treat
the two contexts, the private school and the public school, as similar. This brings
to mind what Paulo Freire referred to after moving to the USA from Latin
America, “... ‘third world’ is not a geographical concept but essentially socio-

political in nature” (Crotty, 1998, p. 154).

After going through the process of designing and implementing an action
research project, I feel that I have gained some maturity that would support me in
understanding and explaining what was actually going on through the different
phases of the study. I will start by describing the setting of the research, the
participants and how they became involved in the research, and then I will
describe the cycles of the research and how the data collected and analysed from

each cycle fed into the plan for the next cycle.

5.9 Description of the Setting

This study was conducted in three schools in Saida, a city to the south of Beirut,
the capital of Lebanon. Two of the schools were public (state) schools; these will
be referred to in the study as School A and School B. The third school was a
privately owned low-fees school that is subsidised by the government, and this
will be referred to as School C. All three schools are near to the city centre but
they are located away from the main streets. Although the three schools are in
general similar in terms of student socio-economic background, teacher
qualifications and educational background and availability of resources, in this
section I will try to describe each school alone to try to present the reader with a

feel of the atmosphere in which the study took place.

School A has around 1500 students distributed among 2 preschool grades (age
range 4 to 5 years), 6 elementary grades (age range 6 to 11 years) and 3
intermediate grades (age range 12 to 14 years). Each grade level is divided into 4
sections, A, B, C and D. Students are distributed randomly among these sections
and teachers are assigned to teach a school subject to one or more sections either
at the same grade level or at different grade levels; hence students are taught by

more than one teacher. In each class there are between 25 and 30 students and
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the classrooms are quite spacious with high ceilings and large windows. The
students in the preschool and in the 1* grade are seated in groups of five around
circular tables, but in the other grades students sit in pairs on traditional two-seat
desks set in rows. The walls of the classrooms in the preschool and the first grade
were decorated with colourful posters related to their lessons, such as the weather,
the numbers, and the letters with some samples of the students’ work. However,

the other grade level classes had nearly bare walls.

School B’s physical setting is nearly the same as School A, this could be
explained by the fact that both are public schools and maybe designed and built
in a similar manner. This school also had around 1500 students who are also
distributed in a similar manner to that of School A. However, School B does not
have a preschool and all the classroom walls are nearly bare. Moreover, in both
schools there is a large playground at the centre of the three buildings that house
the classrooms and during breaks students seem to be in a hurry to get to the
playground to let out their bottled up energy. Each school had a computer room
with around 20 computers which students shared during the computer class. Each
of the schools also had a library, but there were a few books on the shelves and
during my visits to the schools I did not see students in the libraries except when

they were taking exams.

During the study, I visited each of the participating teachers’ classes two times,
once to take observation notes on the teachers’ classroom practices and the other
to video record the lesson procedures. These visits gave me some insight on how
lessons were conducted. In both schools, as the teacher entered the classroom,
the students stood up and greeted her with a chorus of “Good morning” or “Good
afternoon” and the teacher usually replied with the same greeting. Except for 4
out of the 12 classes that I visited in these schools, the lessons were usually
conducted in a traditional way; the teachers were at the centre of the teaching-
learning process; they usually explained a concept on the blackboard and the
students were expected to follow; then later they were asked a few questions or
asked to read a few lines from their textbooks or to do some exercises in their

exercise books or workbooks. The lessons usually ended by teachers writing on

105




the board or dictating to the students the homework that they had to do for the

next day.

On the 4 occasions where teachers tried to introduce a group work activity or a
role play activity, the students seemed more enthusiastic and participated more,
but even during these lessons the general feel was that the teachers were in full
control and the students were mainly following instruction with little space for
individual preferences or creativity. Another interesting observation was that
there were no major incidents of misconduct; this could either be explained by

the fact that the classes I visited were the 1% 2dand 3rd

grades where students are
still too young to “break the rules” or by the fact that I was a visitor in their
classrooms and they felt that they had to impress me. However, in each class I
visited there were usually a few students, around 2 or 3, who did not seem to be
paying attention and who were in general not asked by the teachers to answer
questions or to give solutions to exercises. Later, when [ asked the teachers about
these students the answers were fairly similar; these were students whom the
teacher had given up on because “everything has been tried with them” and they
do not seem to be learning any thing in class and because their parents did not

show up when invited to teacher-parent meetings.

During breaks I was invited by teachers to have coffee with them in the staff
rooms. Here again there were a lot of similarities between the two schools. The
staff rooms were also spacious and teachers sat in them during breaks and free
periods. In general there was a positive atmosphere and teachers seemed to enjoy
each others’ company. The conversations were mostly about their lives outside
the school, such as the family, housework or social activities, except for a few
incidents when two teachers sat in a quite spot and discussed the questions on or

compared the results of a common test administered to their same grade students.

Teachers in these schools always seemed rushed for time; they showed little
enthusiasm towards engaging in conversations or activities about their students
or their work and at times they seemed defensive when asked about their

classroom practices. The general impression that one gets is that they are too
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busy in school and outside school; hence, they would rather not take part in any

activity that added to their overloaded schedules.

School C had nearly the same number of students as in Schools A and B and a
similar grade structure. However, the physical atmosphere seemed livelier. This
school was more recently built than the other two, and as you enter the school
you notice the use of colour on the walls and the presence of large and colourful
murals. The classrooms are smaller than those in the other schools, but students
in grades 1, 2 and 3 are seated around coloured circular tables. The classroom
walls are covered with posters and samples of students® work and projects and in
each class there is a pigeon-hole shelf where students place their copybooks and

exercise worksheets,

Moreover, the work environment in School C was different, although teachers
also complained of being overloaded with tasks related to their classroom and
with responsibilities outside their classrooms, such as attending a computer
literacy course which was mandatory for all teachers. Teachers in this school also
expressed higher levels of anxiety in relation to evaluation and judgements made
by their subject coordinators and the school principle. This could be explained by
the fact that in private schools the school administration has a free hand in hiring
and firing school personnel; however, this is not the case in public schools where
local authorities and school administrators are much more restricted in this area

due to the complicated and lengthy bureaucratic procedures.

In general, teachers in School C showed more enthusiasm when they were asked
to attend a meeting or to engage in a reflective activity. This could be explained
by the fact that I have worked on previous projects in this school and had the
opportunity to establish rapport with a number of them. Moreover, the 12 classes
that I visited in this school were, in general, more animated. Teachers and
students seemed more active and in nearly every lesson I observed or video taped
the teacher introduced some kind of activity, such as group work, role play, a
game or a song. This again could be attributed to the fact that these teachers were
aware of my approach to education and, accordingly, they were trying to impress

me in one way or another.
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The staff room atmosphere was different in this school as well. Although some
teachers were engaged with informal conversations, the majority seemed busy,
either preparing for a classroom poster, a display for an exhibition, or correcting
copybooks and test papers. However, I felt that the general atmosphere was

rather “heavy”; there was less laughter and less ease.

5.10 Seeking Volunteers to Participate

In 2002, I was the coordinator for the School Principles Network in Saida and
Neighbouring Towns. This allowed me to interact with and build a professional
relationship with a number of school principals, and in September 2004, at a
general meeting for the Network, I asked for permission to address the principals,
and I presented to them the aims of the study and what it involved. At the end of
the presentation, three elementary school principals showed interest and asked
me to visit their schools and meet with the teachers and encourage them to

volunteer to take part in the study.

After meeting with the teachers in each school, and going through the same
presentation, and assuring teachers that what they say or contribute to the
research will not be discussed with anyone else unless they give me the
permission to do so, 2 teachers volunteered from School A, 4 from School B and
6 from School C. The teachers were all females, since there are very few
elementary male teachers. They had similar educational backgrounds; they held
BA degrees from local universities. 3 had degrees in Arabic Literature, 2 in
psychology, 3 in English Literature, 3 in sociology, and one in philosophy. None
had had any formal teacher training, but the majority had attended workshops in
teaching methodologies. The teachers, however, varied in terms of experience,
while two had been teaching for 15 years, one had been teaching for two years

and the rest had an average of 5 year experience.

5.11 Procedure
In this section I will describe the way the study was conducted along with the
changes that were introduced to its original plan; accordingly, in order to explain

the procedure of the study, it is necessary to present snapshots of findings along
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side the different phases since each was informed by the initial findings of the

previous one.

In October 2004, we started with the first phase of the study, and I arranged to
interview each teacher alone. This set of interviews had one major purpose; it
would allow me to know the participants better and to start to develop a trustful
relationship with them which would be a necessity for them to open up and be
ready to explore their practices, what they were pleased with and what they
would like to change or develop. The interviews were semi-structured. I started
with some ice-breaking questions about the teacher’s experience in teaching, and
then the new curriculum was discussed and the teacher was encouraged to
explain her experience with the reform, including the positive aspects and the
negative aspects and the difficulties that she was facing. At the end of each
interview, I explained to the teacher that I would like to attend one of her classes,
take some notes in relation to the points she has raised in the interview and
discuss with her what went on in class in light of these points. They were in
general welcoming to the idea, and arrangements were made for the next set of

interviews.,

Before starting with the next set of interviews, I listened to the recordings of the
first set, and for every teacher I jotted down 2 to 3 points that I would like to
explore further with her in order to engage her in a process of understanding

these issues and planning for changes that would help to deal with them. The
issues were mainly related to what the teachers identified as problem areas, such
as conducting group work activities, evaluating student learning through non-
traditional methods (i.e. methods that were less dependent on memorisation),

lack of sufficient time to complete the lesson assigned by the teacher’s supervisor,

and lack of availability of resources.

In November 2004, I observed the classes and took notes; then I sat with each
teacher to discuss what went on during the class. It was here that I started to
realize that there was a need to encourage teachers to engage in deeper levels of
reflection which is a main prerequisite to understanding their practices and the

context of these practices. The first question that most teachers asked me in the
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interview was what I thought of their performance in class. I explained again that
I was not here to evaluate and that they were the ones that could really evaluate
themselves, since they are ths_: ones who know their students’ needs and abilities
and, accordingly, what the students need to learn and how they would learn best.
The teachers’ reactions to this reply were also similar. Some stated explicitly that
they would find it more beneficial to have feedback from me, and others just
ignored my answer, and the feeling I had was that they did not really understand
how I could help them if I was not ready to tell them what to do. This set of
interviews opened up to me the issue of teachers’ ability to reflect in
authoritarian educational contexts. When I asked a teacher to explain a certain
activity that she had carried out in her classroom, the answer reflected a certain
level of defensiveness and the teacher usually resorted to explainifg that this is
what the teacher guide says that she needs to do, or this is what her supervisor

has asked her to do.

This is where the evolution in the research design started. While the original plan
aimed at improving practice, with every step in the research, the aim shifted to
developing teachers’ thinking skills and reflection which is a prerequisite for
becoming involved in identifying areas that need improvement, planning for
improvement, implementing the improvement plan, and evaluating whether
improvement actually took place (Schon, 1987). Therefore, the issue in question
became how teachers can become engaged in activities that would help them to
develop the prerequisite thinking skills for deeper reflection and to take
responsibility for their practices, rather than believing that they have little

influence on what is going on in their classrooms and in their schools as a whole.

According to Brookfield (1995) participating in critical conversations with peers
leads to better understanding of what teachers experience in their classrooms.
These discussions bring to the teacher’s awareness new perspectives of her
experiences and help the teacher to realize that there are others who are facing
similar difficulties and opens up alternative ways to deal with these difficulties.
Based on this, the next step was to arrange for the first general meeting for all the
participating teachers; however, this proved quite difficult due to time constraints

and teachers’ overload with preparations and corrections for their students. After
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much negotiations and rescheduling we managed to meet after school hours on
the 27" of January, 2005. The meeting took place in School C, and it lasted for
one hour. Since the teachers came from different schools, they were at first
reluctant to speak in the meeting, and I felt that I was doing most of the talking
and a lot of it was going over the research goals and the importance of teacher
input for educational reform. Half way through the meeting, the teachers started
to participate; most of the discussion was based on restatements of the issues that
they had discussed in the first set of interviews, and they seemed to agree that
their difficulties were mainly caused by two main problems in the educational
system; first, students were not equipped with the necessary behavioural and
academic skills that would allow the teacher to engage in the more ‘modern’
learning activities that the new curriculum expects teachers to introduce in their
classroom practices, such as group work and more child-centred learning. The
other problem is that teachers felt their superiors, whether the subject
coordinators, the local authority inspectors, or the school principles, did not
really understand what the teacher is faced with in the classroom in terms of
limited resources, time constraints, and student academic and social background.
Teachers felt that what they were asked to do in their classrooms was mostly
unrealistic, and they had to resort to teaching in the traditional ways that
emphasized memorisation in teacher dominated classrooms. Again the teachers
were engaging in defensive mechanisms where there was a great deal of blaming
and little self-evaluation, and both proved to be impeding to deeper levels of

reflection.

There was a need to shift teacher’s focus from what others were doing (or not
doing) to what the teacher herself was doing. Teachers needed to see themselves
as equal partners in the educational process and to realize their potential in
introducing change or in planning for change where they saw there is a need for
change. This would encourage teachers to engage in experimenting with what the
new curriculum, and their supervisors, was trying to introduce to the educational
context. So the next step needed to bring back the focus of teacher reflection at
looking at herself and at her practices, and at the impact of these on her students’

learning.
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Videotape is considered as one of the most complete means for encouraging
reflection because it allows the teachers to see the discrepancy between what
they think they are doing in their class and what they are actually doing
(Kottkamp, 1990). So to encourage this kind of reflection, we arranged to
videotape one class for each teacher; the teacher would select the class that she
wants video taped then she would see the tape and try to reflect on what she saw
in it. Teachers were assured that the tapes were “for their eyes only”, and this

proved helpful in encouraging them to go through the exercise.

Again, much scheduling was needed, but we succeeded in making all the
necessary arrangements and during February and March 2005, the videotape and
reflection exercise was carried out. The students seemed thrilled when they saw
the video camera in their classroom, and although at first they became excited
and asked many questions, a few minutes later they became accustomed to the
idea and forgot about me and the camera, and the lesson went on as close to
normal as possible. Each teacher watched the videotape directly after the class;
most were very silent at first but eventually made a few comments on what they
saw. I tried to probe their reflection through asking questions such as: “What was
the objective of this activity?” and “Could you explain what you were trying to
do here?” and then later “How would you evaluate this activity?” and “’Did you
feel that you met the objective you were intending to meet? Could you explain

further?”

Even when the teachers attempted to reflect, their reflections were on the
technical level, i.e. their reflection focused on transmitting the message in the
best and most efficient way possible and their students were perceived as
passively absorbing the messages (Griffiths, 2000). All other comments were
“cosmetic” in nature. This was in accordance with what Acheson and Gall (1992)
mention in their book Techniques in the Clinical Supervision of Teachers. These
authors stated that when teachers are first exposed to videotapes of themselves
they “tend to focus on the ‘cosmetics’ of their performance (e.g. physical
appearance, clothes, voice quality)”, and that teachers tend to be “captivated by

the image on the TV screen and do not listen to what is being said” (p. 148).
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A second round of videotapes might have proven to be more effective in terms of
reflection, but the Easter holiday and the final examinations after it made it very
difficult to schedule another round of recordings. However, we were able to
arrange for two other kinds of reflection exercises that were possible to fit within

the teachers’ tight schedule.

In Schools A and B, the teachers expressed their concern with the issue of
cooperative learning and group work; however, they seemed to have little
theoretical background in relation to these areas and were at loss on how to
experiment with this teaching methodology. I found this as an opportunity to
introduce the next exercise for reflection. Educational researchers with an
academic orientation emphasise the need for a theoretical background to base
reflection on. Stone (1994) explains that there is a need to expose teachers to
theoretical input and to demonstrate to them how this input can be used in their
classrooms. Sparks- Langer et al. (1990) explain that teachers need to learn about
concepts; then observe examples of it, and then experiment with it in a classroom;
this will help teachers to reflect on the concept in a more meaningful way.
Accordingly, and upon the request of a group of teachers, we arranged for a
workshop on cooperative learning and the majority expressed their willingness to
attend. I prepared some articles on cooperative learning, its theoretical
background and ways to implement it in the classroom, and on May 6", 2005, I
used the method of group work to present these articles to the teachers. Both the
theoretical background and the first hand experience with learning through
cooperative learning encouraged teachers to experiment with group work in their
classrooms. Over a period of two weeks they planned and implemented classes
using cooperative learning, and they wrote reflection papers that showed higher

levels of critical analysis and self-evaluation than in previous reflection exercises.

In School C, the teachers were more concerned with getting feedback on their
classroom practices. They expressed that they felt it would be beneficial to “see
their classes in the eyes of others”. This provided the opportunity to plan for a
peer-observation exercise. Accordingly, teachers were paired to act as “critical
friends” (Stuart et al., 1997). Each teacher observed her ‘friend’ during one of

her classes, and then every pair met and the teachers gave feedback to each other.
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I attended the meetings and taped the feedback. Again the feedback sessions
reflected development in teacher reflection to more advanced levels, and teachers
expressed that they found the exercise quite beneficial because it “opened their
eyes” to how they conducted their classes and helped them to plan for changes in

their practices.

These two reflection activities took place during the month of May. After that
teachers were again busy with final examinations and end of year activities, so it
was not possible to arrange for any further activities. However, I was able to
arrange for one visit in each school where the teachers and I met briefly and
discussed informally the research process, what they found most beneficial, what
they learnt about themselves, and what they would propose for further

professional development.

The data collected during the interviews, in the general meeting, from the teacher
reflection papers and during the feedback sessions will be discussed in detail in

the results and discussion chapter.

5.12 Second Order Action Research

So far I have discussed action research as research carried out by the teacher, the
practitioner, or the ‘insider’, and where the ‘object’ of the research is the
practitioner’s teaching practices; i.e. action research of the first order, However,
in Action Research for Educational Change (1991), John Elliot describes another
level of action research, research carried out by the researcher or the ‘outsider’
where the focus of the inquiry is on the “...problems of facilitating teachers’
reflective capacities” (p. 27). Elliot labels this kind of research as second order
action research and defines it as “... the process of reflectively analysing (the
researcher’s) experience as an action-research facilitator” (p. 13). In this study, I,
as the researcher, was also engaged in this kind or level of action research and, in
this section, I will discuss my understanding of second order action research and

contrast it with first order action research.

Elliot suggests that academic action researchers who are trying to facilitate action

research need to be actively involved in inquiry into the theory of action research

114




or as explained by Lisoto, Pozzo, and Somekh (1998) as *...(theorising) on action
research as a strategy for training, research and change, when the question no
longer refers to the means but to the ends, the question is turned into “Why this
strategy in this context?” (p.222). These researchers contrast this kind of
research with reflecting on the best strategies to develop teachers’ reflective
capacities where the researcher asks the question “How can I improve my
facilitating strategies?” More explicitly second order action research is the “...the
theoretical knowledge derived from the research itself” (Lisoto et al. 1998,
p.222).

Looking back at the process of this study, I realise now that I was engaged in
both first order and second order action research. Due to time constrains and to
the fact that the teachers were not experienced in reflective practice, I was not
able to introduce them to all the elements of action research and my facilitation
was limited to developing teachers’ ability to reflect on their practices and their
contexts; accordingly, it was I who was involved in collecting data, analysing
data, coming up with suggestions for change and implementing these changes in
the research design. This could be categorised as first order action research; i.e.
research concerned with “How best to do something?”’ (Losito et al. 1998), more
precisely, “How best can I facilitate the participating teachers’ reflective
thinking?”” Here, I examined and learned how best to change my behaviour in
order to facilitate teacher reflection; accordingly, I tried new strategies such as
“Theory based reflection” and “Peer observation” which were not included in the

original research design.

However, at the same time, [ was engaged in theorising about action research in
the Lebanese context; i.e. in “How best to learn something?” (Losito et al. 1998)
or more specifically “How best can the participating teachers learn how to think
reflectively?” To elaborate, the questions that were guiding me in this area of the
research were more concerned with “What are the most effective strategies to
develop the reflective practices of teachers in Lebanese primary schools?”,
“What are the necessary conditions that need to be present for these strategies to
effect change?” and “What role or roles does the facilitator need to assume in this

and similar contexts and how best can this role or these roles facilitate the
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process of action research starting from developing reflective thinking among
teachers in primary schools in Lebanon?” This level of reflection is considered
by researchers as reflection that leads to second-order learning (Somekh &
Thaler, 1997) or “double-loop learning” (Argyris & Schon, 1978). This level of
learning is more concerned with questioning the values, assumptions and policies
that lead to action and only when these are examined and modified does second
order learning or double loop learning take place. This kind of learning is
contrasted with first order learning or single loop learning where actions are
modified according to the difference between the expected and the obtained

outcomes.

My Analytical Memos, which were maintained throughout the study, were the
main arenas for monitoring and reflecting on my experiences, concerns and
role(s) assumed during the study and, while engaging in reflection on strategies
that would facilitate the process of action research -mainly teacher reflection- I
was simultaneously engaged in a second order inquiry which led to enhancing
my understanding of action research and what it entails and of the Lebanese
primary school teachers and the context in which they work. Therefore, the
emergent understandings about the evolution of my thinking were informed by
recurrent hermeneutic cycles of interpretive readings based on the two major
sources of data: 1) transcripts of teachers’ interviews during the different phases
of the research, and ii) my analytical memos. This area of the research helped me
to explore, not only my understanding of action research, but also my beliefs,
attitudes and perceptions of the events as they took place during the course of the
research which in turn led to exploring the assumptions, attitudes and beliefs
which underpinned my facilitating of reflective thinking. In this way, action
research of the second order informed the structure of the first order action
research; i.e. the actions undertaken by the researcher in the design and
implementation of strategies as a result of the researcher’s learning and, as
mentioned earlier, this learning informed my decisions related to changes in the
original research design which was a result of my evolving understanding of the
purpose, process and expected outcomes of an action research project. This led to
a better understanding of how the first order action research was influenced by

the second order action research.
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Moreover, being an “insider” and an “outsider during the course of the study,
helped me to see both perspectives where each complemented and informed the
other. My concern was to relate my reflections to my actions and to try to
understand the process of change in the particular context with which I was
dealing and to try to understand how change can be effected in this context with
these teachers. Accordingly, my research design evolved as a result of my
learning through my interaction with the teachers and their educational context
and this helped me to adopt a new perspective that took into account their
perspectives. The result was a new perspective on action research and its

implications in the Lebanese context.

5.13 The Role of Researcher

The literature on action research stresses that the researcher’s role is a facilitative
one where participants have ownership of the research, i.e. it is the participants
who decide on the content of each step of the research process and the researcher
acts as a catalyst in the process. However, the reports on action research show
that in many instances, especially in research conducted in developing countries,
the researcher’s role goes through a process of redefinition to accommodate for
the difficulties and issues that arise along the research process (Walker, 1994,
Pryor, 1998; Stuart & Kunje, 1998; O’Sullivan, 2002; Reed, Davis &
Nyabanyaba, 2002; Wijesundera, 2002). These researchers explain that what is
taken for granted in terms of teacher qualifications and capabilities in the West
can not be presumed when conducting research in developing countries. Here
teachers are not trained for basic skills that are needed to play the role that is
defined by action researchers, and the authoritarian educational contexts are

inhibiting to the development of such skills.

Therefore, just as the research design of this study went through a process of
evolution, so did my role as a researcher. I had started with the intention of
playing the role of the facilitator in a research process where the teachers plan,
act and evaluate, but I was unable to arrive at this intention. The first order
research that was originally designed was not carried out by the participants, but
it was I who tried to make sense of what was going on, plan for changes, collect

data, analyze it, reflect on it and evaluate the outcomes. At the same time, I was
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engaged in research of the second order where the researcher “engages in a
critically reflective process before, during and after a situation that s/he is,
facilitating” (Orland-Barak, 2004, p. 34), and where the outcome of this second
order research informed the design and structure of the first order research. The
data collected in this second order research was also analyzed and reflected upon;
the analysis process will be discussed in the next section and the results will be

discussed in the results and discussion chapter.

5.14 Data Collection and Data Analysis

As stated above data were collected from each phase of the research and the
majority of the data were collected in the form of teacher interviews. There are
1) initial teacher interviews, 2) teacher interviews after class observations and 3)
interviews while teachers watched the videotapes of their classrooms; all these
interviews were tape recorded. I also collected data during the teachers’ meeting;
these were recorded in the form of meeting notes which I later used as basis for a
meeting write-up. Data was also collected in the form of teachers’ written
reflections which were written by teachers after they had implemented group
work in their classrooms. The last set of data was collected during teacher
feedback sessions after peer observation; these sessions were also tape recorded
(Refer to Appendix B for a list of the interviews/ feedback sessions and teachers’

written reflections).

The data collected and their main purposes are presented in the following table in

relation to the phase of the study:

Date Research Schools | Number Type of Main Purpose of
Phase involved of Data Data
teachers | Collected
involved
Phase 1, Getting to A,B,C 12 Semi- - Building a trustful
October know the structured | relationship with
/04 participants interviews | teachers.
RQ 1)
- Identifying areas for
further investigation.
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Phase 2, | Reflectingon | A,B,C 12 Teacher - Trying to identify
November | classroom interviews | theories that underpin
/04 practices based on classroom practices.
(RQ1 & 2) researcher’s
notes taken | - Trying to encourage
during reflection-on-action.
teacher’s
class
Phase 3, Group A,B,C 12 Meeting - Trying to develop
January Discussion write-up prerequisite thinking
/05 (RQs 1,2 &3) skills that are essential
for higher levels of
reflection.
Phase 4, | Reflectingon | A, B, C 12 Teacher - Helping teachers to
February | Videotapes of interviews | see the discrepancy
& March teachers in and between what they
/05 their reflections | think they are doing
classrooms while and what they are
(RQs 1,2 &3) watching the | actually doing in their
videotapes | classrooms.
-Developing higher
levels of reflection.
Phase 5, | Theory based A, B 6 Teachers’ -Encouraging theory
May/ 05 reflection written based reflection.
(RQs 1,2 &3) reflections
Phase6, Peer C 6 Teacher - Becoming a ‘critical
May /05 observation feedback friend’.
(RQs 1,2 &3) session.

- Encouraging higher
levels of reflection.

Table 5.1; Data Collection during Research Phases

Each phase of data collection opened new issues and problems to be addressed in

the next phase and in general the data were treated in the following way (Refer to

Appendix A for the Summary of Data Collected):

o In phases 1, 2, 4, and 6, [ listened to the tape recordings of the teacher

interviews and made notes on the issues that seemed most related to whaﬁ |

was investigating during the particular phase (for example, difficulties that

they were facing in implementing the new curriculum, teacher reflection,

and level of teacher reflection) , and 1 selected excerpts related to thése

issues, transcribed them and gave them titles; these excerpts were identified

by the teacher’s first name, phase of research, and location on the MP3




recorder or tape number; this was the first step in the coding process of the

data (Refer to Appendix F for a sample of transcript with preliminary codes).

e In phase 3, I read the notes that I took during the meeting and made a write-
up of what went on in the meeting. Again sections that seemed most salient
were coded; and I made notes of major issues and themes that need to be

investigated further.

e In phase 5, I read the teacher reflection papers and highlighted sections that
seemed most relevant to teacher reflections on implementing group work in

the classroom.

5.14.1 Summary sheets: After each phase of the research process, I wrote a
summary sheet that included brief descriptions of the persons involved and the
events that took place during the phase. Each summary sheet included the main
concepts that emerged, the issues that needed to be addressed in the next phase,
questions that needed to be answered and some general notes on the phase; the
summary sheets helped me to keep my focus during the data collection process
and to inform the next step in the research process, they also proved useful in
finding some order within the chaotic and confusing process of data collection

(Refer to Appendix D for a sample of a summary sheet).

5.14.2 Coding: The titles that emerged from phase one developed into codes;
this first set of codes was basically informed by my assumptions about the
teachers and their experience with the new curriculum and by the theoretical
background of the research. These were mainly descriptive codes, but along the
phase of the research process they were frequently revisited and revised and
some developed into interpretive codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994); this
development was a result of my further understanding of the contexts in which
the teachers worked and its impact on the way teachers perceived themselves and

their roles.
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With repeated revisions of the summary sheets, the lists of codes with their
corresponding definitions and excerpts, and my reflections in the analytical
memos, [ was able to group the codes into preliminary themes; every theme
incorporated a group of codes that were related to each other and to a binding
concept; these concepts were more inferential in nature (Miles & Huberman,
1994); examples of such themes are ‘Teachers’ perceptions of the new
curriculum’ and ‘impeding factors to reflection’. This stage of analysis also
involved rereading some coded transcripts and in many instances I was engaging
in what Lincoln and Guba (1985) call ‘filling in’, i.e. adding codes, ‘extension’,
i.e. interrogating coded material in a new way, ‘bridging’, i.e. seeing
relationships within codes and ‘surfacing’, i.e. identifying new themes.
Simultaneously with these operations the definitions of codes were also being
revised and adjusted; this also informed later stages of coding (Refer to

Appendix C for list of codes and themes).

These themes were set into a matrix with the themes placed across the top and
the corresponding codes along the side. In each box of the matrix the physical
location of relevant excerpts were recorded. With each phase of the research the
matrix was reconstructed; sometimes new categories and codes were added and
at others themes were renamed and codes were regrouped, all according to what

the additional data introduced.

5.14.3 Analytical memos: All through the process of the research, I was
engaged in writing memos (Glaser, 1978). These did not have any specific form
or structure but were something like a “thinking arena” adjacent to the data
collection and the data analysis process. There was no specific schedule for
writing the memos, but I wrote a memo when I felt that a certain piece of data
related to some theory that I had encountered earlier, or when I was confused by
a certain incident and could not make sense of it and felt that I needed to explore
my thinking processes and their underpinning beliefs and attitudes, or when I
was ‘struck’ by a certain idea and did not want to lose it, or even when I found a
certain relationship among the data while coding. These memos were a major
source of data for my second order action research and they proved quite useful

when [ started to form conclusions about the research. These conclusions were
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based on finding relationships among the themes that emerged from the data and
on relating them to theoretical concepts and assumptions that triggered and
informed this study. A detailed presentation of the conclusions made through the

above process will be presented in the results and discussion chapter.

5.15 The Challenges of Trustworthiness

According to researchers and those who evaluate research, it is central to the
quality of qualitative research that participants’ perspectives are authentically
presented in the research report and that the interpretations made from the
information gathered are discussed in a transparent manner to establish the
credibility of the research findings. To ensure the authenticity and credibility of
this research, the process of analysing the teachers’ interviews across the

different phases of the research process was elaborate and extensive.

At the outset, I listened to each of the teacher’s interviews from the first phase of
the research process; I then re-listened to the same interview again but this time
started the process of selecting excerpts and transcribing them. Here the selection
was based on the relevance of the responses to the general topics of the research,
such as the new curriculum, student learning, and teaching practices. I listened
again to the same interview to check whether something was missed in the
previous process of selection and at times new excerpts were added. I then
started analysing the excerpts; these were read and reread and with each reading I
tried to interrogate them to try to identify themes which later developed into
patterns. Moreover, at times during the process of analysing the excerpts, I felt

that I needed to re-listen to the interview to check the context.

I went through the same process with each of the teachers’ interviews and, since
each phase of the research process engaged the participating teachers in a
different activity with a different focus, four kinds of data for each teacher were
collected. This allowed for comparative analysis of the data where different
responses given by each teacher were compared in order to identify points of
agreement and to check for points of inconsistency against other evidence in the

data. This was necessary to ensure confirmability by providing different sources
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of evidence on my interpretations of the teachers’ responses (Lincoln & Guba,

1985).

Moreover, since I was aware that “...in qualitative research the researchers are
the research instruments” (Frankel & Dever, 2000, p. 120), I was conscious of
the fact that the research results could be influenced by my beliefs, my attitudes
and my perspectives on education and the context in which the participating
teachers were working. Accordingly, during the data analysis process, I made a
conscious effort to clear my mind of any prior assumptions and to adopt a
questioning mind-set, as recommended by Somekh (2006) in her book Action
research: a methodology for change and development. This effort to try to
understand how my own characteristics and biases might shape my
interpretations of the data was regularly documented in my analytical memos
which were one of the major sources that provided evidence that was used, both
for my decision-making process throughout the research, and for identifying my
own influences and actions on the research process. These influences and actions
were regularly reflected upon during the discussion sessions which I had with my
supervisor. The result of this process was the development of a system that
helped me to establish credibility by ensuring that the participants’ perspectives
have been reported as clearly and as accurately as possible (Lincoln & Guba,
1985), and the development of my self-awareness as a teacher educator and a
researcher. Personal reflections on this self-awareness journey will be presented

in detail in Chapter 7.

5.16 Ethical Issues

In qualitative research in general and in qualitative action research in particular,
cthical issues are an integral component of every aspect of the research design
and the research process. Unlike the classical ethnographer, who observes change
but does not usually try to cause it, the action researcher consciously tries to
change or to improve practice (Zeni, 1998). This might explain the array of
ethical issues that need to be explicitly addressed in an action research project.
Some of these issues are: informed consent, confidentiality, protecting the
participants from harm, the role of the researcher, and the issue of power and

ownership of the research.
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In relation to the issue of informed consent, it was imperative to start the research
procedures with a clear and an extensive presentation of the research and the
research process to the teachers in each school; especially because “Free choice
about participation is based on accurate information™ (Lofman, Pelkonen, &
Pietila, 2004). As explained earlier, the first step in the research process was to
explain to the teachers what the research was about, what major principles guide
the research process and what would be asked of volunteering teachers to
contribute in terms of time and effort. Accordingly, since participating was
voluntary after being presented with what the research will entail then
volunteering was a form of tacit consent. The information related to this area was
also repeated individually to each teacher before the first interview in the first
phase of the study. These individual presentations proved more effective in
relation to consent because teachers felt free to ask questions and were reassured

that they could withdraw at any point during the research process.

Another ethical issue was ensuring the confidentiality of the participating
teachers. To facilitate the reflective practices of the teachers and to minimize the
risk of harming any participant in the study, the following ethical framework was

negotiated with the teachers at the initial stages:

- Teachers have control over the access of others to the data generated in
their interviews.
- Teachers have control over the extent to which and the conditions under

which others can have access to the data collected in their classrooms.

This framework seemed necessary to allow all parties involved to address their
beliefs about the new curricula and their teaching practices more candidly, and to
give them a sense of control over the study; thus encouraging the participants to

be more committed to any changes or innovations that might be suggested.

Moreover, I regularly requested consent before recording the teacher interviews
and at times during the interview teachers asked me to turn off the tape recorder

because they felt that they wanted to share a point of view with me but did not
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want it to be included in the research report. I respected their decisions and felt
that this was also important to help them discuss their teaching practices openly
and to help me to present their perspectives as authentically and as credibly as

possible.

It seems obvious that research that has to do with “human subjects” implies some
type of intrusion into their lives (Polit & Hungler, 1993) and this is another
ethical consideration that was addressed in this study. At the outset, I was aware
that participating teachers will experience emotional and social demands during
the course of the study; inviting an outsider to observe their classrooms must
cause some kind of anxiety and reflecting about their teaching practices must be
emotionally taxing at some point. Accordingly, I tried to make use of all the
skills for which I trained and developed during my training for my MA in school
counselling. I tried to keep my questions open-ended and tried to reflect teachers
views, thoughts and emotions during the interviews, although my aim was to
encourage teachers to share with me their problems and difficulties, it was also a

priority for me to reduce any feelings of vulnerability and anxiety.

Moreover, since I was aware of the discrepancy between my conceptions and
their conceptions about teaching and learning, I consciously reviewed my tacit
and explicit reactions to their responses, to try to check for instances where I
could have been judgemental or where my reactions could have been hurtful. I
believe that this proved useful because teachers regularly showed their
willingness to discuss their teaching with me and at times even diverged to
discuss openly some more personal issues that were on their minds. In general, [
felt that I developed a relaxed relationship with each teacher, but could not

develop a sense of group or team among all the teachers.

Another important aspect in this area is that I always made sure to ask the teacher
to decide on the day and class that she would like me to observe or to video-tape
and, at the initial stages, some teachers rescheduled at the last minute because
they felt uncomfortable to receive a visitor in their classes. Howéver, as our
relationship developed teachers seemed more ready and less reluctant to invite

me to their classes.
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Another ethical issue that was constantly on my mind is related to my role as the
researcher and how this role influenced my relationship with the teachers. I
realise that being an “outsider” and a PhD student could have influenced the
teachers’ perception of me and our relationship. However, starting from my
strong belief in the constructivist approach to learning, I saw my role as one of
providing space and support for the teachers to develop their self-awareness in
relation to their beliefs about teaching and learning and to understand how these
beliefs influence their teaching practices. Although, I might have perceived
myself as a “change agent”, I was also convinced that change can only be a
choice of the teachers themselves and that it is this kind of change that can be
effective and sustainable. Accordingly, I was continuously aware of the need to
keep the relationship between the teachers and myself as an equal one and
always checking myself for behaviour that could be understood as patronising on
the part of the teachers. My main aim was to facilitate the ongoing process of
development and evolution and I tried hard to keep away from advising and
providing solutions for problems discussed. Moreover, I constantly presented the
teachers with explicit information on the decision-making process during the
research process and asked for their opinions and suggestions which I tried to
incorporate and which resulted in changes in my original plan for the research
process; for example, it was the teachers in the theory-based reflection group
who suggested that I make a presentation on the principles and procedures of
cooperative learning and group work and their suggestion was planned for,

scheduled and implemented within the research process.

The above discussion raises another important ethical issue in action research,
that of “power”. Since it is the researcher, who is seen as holding the power
because of his/her knowledge base and because of his/her control over the
research agenda, participants may feel threatened or disempowered and this
could be a major contradiction to the essence of critical research in general and
action research in particular which aims mainly at empowering participants in
order to effect change. Again, my self-criticism and the self-awareness were the
main tools which helped me to keep a check on the issue of power all through the

research process. I questioned myself regularly on whether I was exploiting the

126




teachers or whether I was thinking of them as “objects” and ignoring their needs.
It is true that, as a PhD student, I had deadlines to meet and had goals to achieve,
but this whole research was triggered by my belief that teachers have the most
power in any process of educational change and that teachers are closest to the
educational contexts that learning takes place in, so they have the most valuable
information related to educational development. Therefore, although I was aware
of the fact that I had access to theoretical knowledge, they had the practical
knowledge that could shape and effect real change. These beliefs helped me to
keep a check on my thoughts and behaviours in this area and helped us, the

teachers and me, to develop a more egalitarian relationship.

5.17 Conclusion

In this chapter, I started by discussing the influence of ontological and
epistemological assumptions on researchers’ choice of methodology; this was
important to explain the thought process with its underpinning beliefs that
influenced my choice of methodology; namely, action research. Then action
research with its origins, history, characteristics, and diverse implementations
was discussed, and this set the ground for exploring the match between what 1
looked for in a methodology and this approach to research. Then I described the
setting, the participants and the procedure of the research and explained my
position on first and second order action research. After outlining the data
collection and the data analysis processes, I concluded with a discussion of
issues related to trustworthiness and my ethical stance in this research. These
processes yielded the findings and the conclusions which will be discussed in the

next two chapters.
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CHAPTER 6

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

6.1 Introduction

This chapter reports on the issues that emerged during the phases of the study

described in the previous chapter. The data collected have been grouped into

three main themes which correspond to the initial research questions. Within

each theme, findings will be presented in subcategories; this analysis will aid in

explaining and understanding the findings of this study.

The following table presents the research questions, the emerging themes from

the data collected and the subcategories of the themes:

Research Question

Fmerging Themes

Subcategories of

Themes

1- How do teachers
understand and evaluate the
changes made by the new
curriculum in Lebanon?

Data related to the teachers as
individual learners.

- Teachers’ perceptions of
the new curriculum.

- Training workshops:
benefits and limitations.

- Teacher reflections in
relation to the new
curriculum: areas and
levels of reflection.

- Personal factors that
impede reflection.

2-What are the factors in the
Lebanese educational context
that aid or hinder the process
of reflection and eventually
the process of conceptual
change?

Data related to the social and
professional contexts of the
teachers as learners.

- The role of the
inspector, the coordinator,
the principle in teacher
learning.

- Opportunities for
professional
development.

- Students” attributes and
their perceived influence
on teachers introducing
change.

3- Would engaging teachers in
activities that are said to
encourage reflection help
them: i) to better understand
the changes introduced by the
new curriculum, and ii) to
develop their reflective
thinking and self-evaluation
skills?

Data related to the researcher
as a facilitator of teacher

reflection and teacher learning.

(The researcher’s conceptual
change process)

- Using action research to
help teachers develop
their teaching practices.

- Sources of motivation to
continue with action
research.

- Systematically
processing action
research.

- Accommodation of
action research.

Table 6.1: Emerging Themes and their Subcategories
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6.2 Teachers as Learners

Teachers in primary schools in Lebanon were introduced to the Lebanese
Educational Reform Project through a series of workshops which were followed
up by monthly visits from local authority inspectors of public schools and by
weekly meetings with subject coordinators in private schools. Teachers were also
provided with Teacher’s Guide Manuals that supplemented the new text books
introduced for each of the different school subjects. This section presents the
impact of these sources of information about the new curriculum on the teachers’
understanding and perception of the new curriculum, and then presents teachers’
reflections on their implementation of the new curriculum including their self-
evaluation: where they succeeded, where improvement is still possible and where
they do not think change is possible. The section will conclude with a
presentation of the factors that interfered with teachers’ engagement with

reflection.

6.2.1 Teachers’ perceptions of the new curriculum: Teachers in general saw
the new curriculum as a way to introduce more contemporary and more
interesting topics for students. They also described the new curriculum in terms
of new methods and techniques in teaching with no reference to the theories of
learning that underpin these methods and techniques. The following are some
quotations from the initial interviews held with the teachers where they describe
the new curriculum; these reflect teachers’ understanding of the new curriculum,;
they are divided under subheadings, each relates to an area that was described by

the teachers as one of the features of the new curriculum:

Group work: When asked about the changes introduced by the new curriculum,
teachers in general indicated that they need to introduce group work into their

classroom activities; the following are some quotations related to this:

Rudayna a second grade English teacher expalins: “we are applying the
new curriculum.. it is going on very well with the students... but the
difference is that it takes a lot of time and not everything you can apply a
hundred percent...I mean for example, if we wanted to do group work, let
us say in reading, I get very tired, I divide the paragraphs among the
groups... each group has to read one paragraph, then we have to
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coordinate... you have to tell the others what you read... it is very
difficult” (Int-1/MP/19).

The same point is referred to by Amal, a second grade English teacher:
“it is mainly about group work... this is very difficult to apply in our
classes because they (the students) behave as if they are playing and they
make fun of it and they do not think... I am talking about the second
grade and the second grade is very difficult to deal with...you have to
teach them step by step and according to their level of thinking ... you are
dealing with very young children; it took me till the end of the year till it
(group work) worked with me... it worked best in writing sentences ... 10
do fill in the blanks... these we can do in group work but in reading texts
it did not work... not at all... for example in the vocabulary lesson, I write
the vocab on the board and they work in groups, I assign a leader, and
one writes and one reads... and so on ... they do some very nice work and
every group writes a nice senfence and they read it to me, and each group
has his turn; in this way it worked very well... in other things not so
well...” (Int-1/MP25)

Safa, a primary civics teacher sees group work as a hindrance to
autonomy and creativity: “I feel that the new curriculum fosters
dependency; so when the child is working in a group he might depend on
his group mates and you will not be able to evaluate him; at the same
time if a child is shy or withdrawn and sitting in a group, there might be
another student who is more confident or controlling and this might make
the child reluctant and more withdrawn and this might affect his
personality negatively, but in the old curriculum the child was able to
express him/herself whenever he wanted to in an individual way, and
when he was asked to complete a task he was asked to do it individually
and this way he could do something creative, and those who have no
creativity are becoming dependent on others, so he sits with the group but
the rest of the group does the task and he depends on them completely
and so as an individual he has done nothing” (Int-1/MP22).

Noura, a second grade English teacher questions her ability to apply
group work in the classroom: “I know we give them group work and
other new activities but the students are not really benefiting from them
because we do not do them in the right way...you know, when we put the
little ones in groups they just copy from each other and they do not learn
anything ... just copying all the time and I feel that they are not learning
anything new and they get distracted easily...and I feel that the teacher
can not sit with all the groups all the time ”"(Int-1/MP 23)

The above are typical quotations of the way teachers described group work and

they represent two aspects of teachers’ understanding of group work: first, they

see group work as an end in itself, and second they do not seem to relate group

work to the principles of cooperative learning which is one of the main theories

of learning underpinning the new curriculum.

130




To start with, teachers explain their experience with group work in terms of what
they did and not in what the students learnt, and in general, they indicate that
group work was not successful. For example, teachers do not indicate that group
work could ease psychological tension on the students since it reduces the stress
caused by competition. Although, competition is sometimes regarded by some as
a strong motivating reinforcement, this is only applicable to the very few
students who are confident that they will “win’ at the end. The majority of the
students will feel threatened by competition and this will lead to withdrawal from
the learning process (Hopper, 1987). Teachers also do not refer to the way group
work promotes student learning through explaining and discussing what they
know with their group members (Johnson, Johnson, & Johnson Holubec, 1991),
nor do they refer to the role of interaction and discussion in developing students’
critical thinking skills (Johnson & Johnson, 1994); on the contrary, teachers see
group work as a waste of time and a way to spend time off task (as mentioned by
Safa and Amal).

Teachers also seemed not to understand that group work needs a set of
preparations that are necessary for its success at improving student learning; for
example, they do not refer to the need to structure positive interdependence by
establishing mutual goals, but see group work as an opportunity for students to
copy from each other (as stated by Noura) and none of the teachers mentioned
the need to place students in heterogeneous groups, or the need to develop
students’ interpersonal and group skills (Johnson, Johnson, & Johnson Holubec,
1991). This reflects that teachers did not assimilate what cooperative learning is
or what it entails and they seem to be applying “lethal mutations” of group work
which might be more harmful to student learning than their former teaching
practices (McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001).

Silent reading: A number of the teachers also explained that the new curriculum

dictates that students have to read silently in class rather than orally.

Samira A, a first grade English teacher, expresses her discontent with the
new curriculum “...Jook, we studied in the old curriculum and our
language skills are much better than today’s students, they used fo
emphasize reading in the old days, now they don’t... in the new
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curriculum there is no emphasis on reading and that is wrong...yes...how
are they going to learn English language if they do not read in a loud
voice and hear the words and the way they are to be pronounced”(Int-
1/MP 28).

The same issue of reading was referred to by Nesreen, a third grade
English teacher: “... In the new curriculum, reading is always silent... for
5 minutes in the class... this does not work ...it cannot succeed this way.
Students need to read aloud... at least a short passage of 3 or 4 lines, not
more than that, and then you hear him/her reading and you can correct
their reading.... If the student did not read his lesson this way he can not
undersiand the lesson.... If he reads it silently he will not understand it ...
we are adults ...but when we were young we used to read aloud; we did
not understand if we read silently... this way adults can comprehend but
not the young ones ... no way, they can not comprehend this way
(silently)... in my opinion they should read (aloud) the lesson for 15
minutes everyday” (Int-1/MP 32).

One of the most interesting comments on reading was made by Samira B:

“...there is no class for reading this is what is wrong with the new
curriculum” (Int-1/MP 29),

Again these quotations reflect that teachers describe the new curriculum in terms
of activities rather than the learning theories from which they were derived. They
describe silent 1'eading as an element of the curriculum, but do not refer to how
silent reading could help students become independent readers or that it aids
them to develop at their own rate, or that it could change students’ attitude to
reading (Fenwick, 1997). Teachers also do not recognize that asking students to
read in turn from the same page leads to boredom and puts students in an
awkward position where they labour through a few sentences and then sit down
and most probably ignore the text for the rest of the session, or that “...the eye-
voice span in oral reading tends to be very small, and if word —by-word reading

persists it is likely to impede progress in silent reading” (Jenkinson, 1973, p. 56).

On the other hand, teachers seem to see learning to read as articulating words
orally, and teaching to read as checking on the accuracy of word recognition and
pronunciation. There is no mention of the possibility of developing critical
thinking and meta-cognitive skills -such as self-questioning, or self-monitoring
for comprehension and taking corrective action when needed, or identifying the

main idea of the text being read (Baker & Brown, 1984) - which can be
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approached through silent reading and which are highlighted by the new

curriculum.

Dictation and Vocabulary: The following quotations refer to how teachers see

changes in the new curriculum in teaching vocabulary and spelling. These were
grouped together because they reflect the way the new curriculum tries to reduce

emphasis on memorization and the way teachers perceive this.

Nesreen objects to not being allowed to give students passages to learn
for dictation: “...there is no dictation... how can there be no
dictation...yes, dictation is not allowed (in the new curriculum). If you did
not teach the child dictation ...if he/she was not given a passage to read
and practice at home how can they learn how to write” (Int-1/MP 32).

Samira B compares between how she is supposed to teach spelling and
how she would prefer to teach: “We give them words with missing letters
and ask them to add the missing letters; this is good to see if they can
recognize the sounds of the letters, or we give them a word with the
letters scrambled and they have to rearrange them, but this is not enough
they need to study a whole sentence with all the words, and that is what 1
do sometimes, I give them 4 or 5 sentences and ask them to study them at
home and the next day I dictate the sentences to them and correct what
they have written and give them grades” (Int-1/MP 29).

Munifa also objects to this: “Another problem is that in the teacher guide
they never ask us to give the students dictation; the word dictation is not
mentioned in our guide. At the same time, afier a couple of lessons the
students have an exercise in their work book that asks them to write a
couple of lines about their friend, or a couple of lines about themselves.
Now maybe the child can say something about themselves or about their
Jfriends but he/she cannot write it, so I ask them to say what they want to
write and I write it on the board and they copy on their workbooks, they
cannot write them because they have not memorized them, and because
they have not taken these to study as dictation. So as you can see
dictation is very important, if a student wants to write something like “I
like to eat”, he/she has to learn how to write “like”, “read”, “eat”. So
you see why dictation is very important and they say that dictation is not
important” (Int-1/MP 20).

Noura tries to explain the rational behind not asking students to study
complete sentences for dictation: “they (the new curriculum) believe that
spelling should not hinder the child firom writing, so it does not matter if
she/he can not spell; what is important is to write (fluency), but we still
stress spelling and dictation, I am not sure whether the child should be
encouraged to write even if he/she is not sure of the way the words are
spelt” (Int-1/ MP 23).
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Amal describes her attempt with teaching spelling rather than dictation:
“I start by giving them words with missing letters, for example, I write

“ all” and say “ball” and then I ask them to write the letter of the
missing sound; this way I find out if they can identify the sounds of the
letters. Then I give them the picture and they have to write the word for
the picture, so I do not dictate dictation; last year I did not give dictation
at all. I gave them a sheet of paper which has pictures on it and they
write the words for the pictures” (Int-1/ MP 25).

Rudayna also explains her methods: “They first draw the pictures in their
copy books and write the words and then when I need to enter grade in
my marking book, 1see if they have learnt the words, I give them a
worksheet with the pictures and ask them to write the words. This I do
later, 1 first start with missing letters, the first letter and the last letter”
(Int-1/MP19).

Bahia, a fourth grade English teacher, describes the new way to teach
vocabulary: “They say that we should not teach vocabulary...no,
vocabulary is very important. How is the student going to use the new
word in a sentence? How can he/she use it in writing? 1 feel that
vocabulary is very important especially in the primary grades, at least till
the fifth grade it is very important ... it is important for writing sentences
and to be able to write at the end... especially that (in the new curriculum)
the lessons have a lot of new words and the students will not be able to
remember them all... by the way, I teach them vocabulary , I choose the
useful words and the words that I think they will use often and we work
on those a lot, first I write them on the board with their meanings and
then I read them aloud and explain them, and then I ask the students in
turn to read what is written on the board. Then they copy them on their
copybooks and study them at home... sometimes I spend a whole class
doing vocabulary” (Int-1/MP 24).

Similar objections are made in relation to not being able to ask students to
memorize word meanings; Noura explains: “I think there is something in
the new curriculum that will not work with our students... students have
to study vocabulary and the meanings; these need to be written on their
copybooks and studied later at home. We were told that the exercises in
the student workbooks are enough for the students to learn new words,
but we did not really use the workbook last year; it has many activities
and exercises in i, but we did not feel that they were relevant to the
things we were studying... we did not rely on the workbook because we
had our own worksheets which we compose” (Int-1/MP23).

Taghreed helps the students to memorize the words in class: “7 write the
new words on the board and I read each word three times and then I ask
them to read. I choose some students to read... I assign every three
together, so they know their turn and, of coarse, I need to use
encouragement here; I give them smiling faces when they read the words

correctly, and the competition is really important... it really works” (Int-
1/MP26).
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Munifa tries to work around the new system, but she still feels that
memorizing word meanings is important: “Let us say the lesson is about
the school ...1I talk about the school in general then I write the new
vocabulary on the board and I explain them; I might do some miming for
the word; if they understand the vocabulary, then when we start reading
the lesson they will understand it right away, but I still feel that they need
to study the word meanings at home so that they will not forget them by
the next lesson” (Int-1/MP 20).

These quotations reflect teachers’ belief that memorization is important for
learning, and reflect the failure of the training for the new curriculum in changing
this belief. As school students the teachers were taught in systems that
emphasised memorization and before they can see that there are other, perhaps
more interesting and efficient, ways to learn, they will not be able to give up this
conviction (Lieberman, 1995). Even though some try to implement the new
techniques for teaching spelling and vocabulary, they do not appreciate that
students can learn by using cognitive skills like analysis or synthesis, and they
resort to memorization at the end, like giving the students pictures and asking

them to write the corresponding words from memory.

The teachers’ comments do not indicate classroom practices that aim at actively
teaching spelling, but expect children to learn through drilling. Moreover, there is
no reference to using rthyming patterns or visual patterns to develop students’
spelling through analogy making, or to the different kinds of knowledge that
students need to integrate when trying to spell, such as phonetic knowledge, and

structural and semantic knowledge (O'Sullivan, 2000).

The case is similar to the way teachers deal with vocabulary. Although some
teachers try to use miming or bring pictures to the classroom to help the students
understand the meanings of the words, there is no indication of using varied
exercises to help the students get “acquainted” with the new words in different
contexts, or of engaging the students with a deep processing of the word to
ensure longer retention (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986); again, teachers expect that
learning will take place through repeating the words with their meanings until

they are memorized.
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An interesting point related to assessment is made by Rudayna in the above
quotation about spelling; she states that when she needs to enter a grade in her
marking book she asks students to do a spelling/dictation exercise. This could
imply that this approach is easy to grade and would provide the necessary input;
this raises the question of whether teachers prefer assessing students on
memorized knowledge because it is easier and more straight forward than the

other approaches that need more effort from the teacher.

Grammar Instruction: Teachers also expressed their discontent with the lack of
explicit grammar instruction in the new curriculum which they believed is very

important for students learning a second language.

Rudayna explains that in the new curriculum “there is no grammar-...
how can a student write if he does not know the basic things in grammar,
like this is the way we write this sentence. They should at least know the
helping verb; when to add “s” to the verb ... subject verb agreement...
this is a singular verb it takes “s” and this is a plural verb it does not ..
this is a pronoun...you need to focus on the pronouns and it (the new
curriculum) does not... teachers of the higher grades are finding
difficulties with their students because they do not know grammatical
rules.. for example they can not use pronouns properly... they do not
know how to... I emphasize grammar to be honest... I think it is very
important; I photocopy grammar exercises from the old books and we do

them together in the classroom... 1 find this very important” (Int-1/MP
19).

Munifa says something very similar: “Now, we also have the problem of
grammar ... you feel that there are no grammar lessons in the new
curriculum... there is hardly any grammar ... for example, there is one
lesson with one exercise for verb to be.... The “am” “are” and “is” are
all in the same exercise all four in one exercise; there is no way that a
first grader is going to learn all together. The children have been exposed
to the forms of the verb, but when in came to application all four forms
were put together; also, there is the problem of the verb, the noun and
the adverb, I really do not know how to make the students understand
these... I do not know how to teach them that this is a verb and this is a
noun etc.” (Int-1/ MP 20).

Bahia has a similar complaint: “In the teachers’ guide they state that we
have to teach them the difference between a verb and a noun. This I find
difficult to teach, but I did not find difficulty in teaching them verb to be.
They got it quickly and I stressed on the difference between singular and
plural, that we add am to I and are to you and they etc. and then we have
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to teach pronouns; you can not teach verb to be with out pronouns... so
you as a teacher have to deduce from each lesson what grammar rules
and concepts to teach” (Int-1/MP 24),

These quotations reflect two aspects; first, that teachers still feel that grammar
needs to be taught as a lesson on its own, and second, that they are finding
difficulty in teaching certain grammatical concepts. In relation to the former,
teachers do not seem to comprehend the new curriculum’s approach to the
integrated language approach where it is assumed that general language
competencies are acquired through the integrated use of language rather than
through learning separate, finite skills, and drilling through repetitive grammar
exercises. Moreover, they seem to regard grammar instruction as mechanical,
through the use of structured exercises without personal or cognitive involvement
which could ensure better transfer of learning and longer retention by the student

(Frank & Rinvolueri, 1991).

As for the latter aspect, teachers seem to lack the knowledge and skills needed to
teach grammatical concepts to students. They find it difficult to teach students
concepts such as the noun or the verb; this again reflects the mechanical
approach to teaching which would not allow for a deep understanding of abstract
grammatical understanding. This is related to next section in this category of

findings.

Positive aspects of the new curriculum: Although the teachers did not

demonstrate a deep understanding of the theories of learning that the new
curriculum was introducing to the educational system, when asked whether there
is anything positive in the new curriculum, they indicated that it was superior to
the old curriculum in certain areas; the following quotations reflect what the

teachers saw as positive in the new curriculum.

Taghreed, the science teacher said: “yes, of course there are (positive
things in the new curriculum)... it allows the child to express what he
knows ...like in my subject (science) the child can relate what he learns
with things around him/her, she/he can relate what he learns with his
surroundings and this makes him/her learn the concepts better ... and
sometimes when I introduce a concept in grade two the students say “ we
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know this ... we learnt this last year” they sometimes remember what we
taught them the year before because they experienced it with their own
hands and they worked on the concept more than once and from different
approaches...” (Int-1/MP 26)

And in the second interview she adds “there is more movement... more
activity...the subject is not as rigid as it used to be, they (the students)
have more chance to contribute to the lesson, if not in class they can
bring things from home... they can bring pictures or drawings about their
lesson, and then we hang these on the wall... there are even some
experiments now, in grade 3 there are experiments that we do in class
that help them to understand the concepts... they have a lesson on the
environment and pollution. In this lesson, they work on explaining the
lesson ... they enjoy it a lot ... especially this lesson because they have the
same theme in their Arabic curriculum and even the same fopic in their
English book, so they are doing the same theme in three subjects so the
children really learn well”(A-Observ./MP 38)

Safa the civics teacher also saw some positive aspects of the new
curriculum: “They discuss their ideas and they deduce the answer
themselves... this has actually happened ... there have been times when I
taught the lessons and they arrived at the conclusions. Like yesterday,
our lesson was about the family and the role of the family; this was a very
important lesson for the fourth grade; they deduced how important is the
role of the family and that our parents have a very important role and
they have lots of responsibilities, they came up with most of the ideas
about what parents do and what their role is; I did not tell them anything,
1 kept asking them until they told me what the role of the family and the
parents is. Idid not tell them anything; they came up with the answers”
(Int-1/ MP 22).

Bahia had a similar view: “Practically speaking in the old way the
teacher would lecture and tell the students things and all that they have to
do is understand what I am saying, but now I need to find out from them
what have they understood and what have they learnt from me all through
dialogue” (Int-1/MP 24).

Munifa is one of the rare teachers who expressed explicitly, and before
being prompted by a question, her preference to the new curriculum, and
she is the only teacher who referred to the teachers’ guide as a helpful
resource: “When you prepare all the teaching aids suggested in the
teachers’ guide you will find results, if one day I forget my “bag” at
home and give the lesson with out it, the next day I definitely need to
repeat the lesson... only with these teaching aids they will learn”, she
later adds: “There was no written or oral expression (in the old
curriculum), but now there is, and the child is gelting new ideas, and
there are nice topics that the child enjoys; this was not the case in the old
curriculum. Although the book was smaller and we had 20 lessons all
year and we used fo finish in May, each lesson was three lines. Now we
have 150 lessons and each lesson is two or three pages long and with
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colourful pictures. The material is richer in topics and activities and even
the workbook is different... Frankly, I am not finding any problems and [
am quite comfortable with it especially now that I have been teaching it
for the fifth year.” (Int-1/MP 20).

Samira B also agrees: “Yes, for sure there are. In the old curriculum the
student did not do anything, the teacher taught and the student had to go
home and study what the teacher taught, and the next day the student
came and recited what he learnt at home. Now it is very different the
student shares in the lesson explanation and I provide cards and
materials and they have to share in the explanation they even help their
Jiiends. In the old curriculum I did not do any of this and the student did
nothing in class; they only listened. What we used to do was write the
lesson on the board with the difficult words on the side and then we
would read the lesson and they would read after us. Now it very
different” (Int-1/MP 29).

Noura states that: “The positive aspect of the new curriculum is that it is
quite comprehensive and the topics are related to child’s environment, i.e.
the topics are related to the child’s world, his friends, his family, his
home; the things that matter to the child are all addressed. It is much
better than the old curriculum because it is comprehensive. Moreover,
there are songs in the lessons, the child is usually waiting for the lesson
that has a song and they love to learn it; at the same time each song has
the new vocabulary that will be introduced in the next lesson, so this way
the child learns the song and is well prepared for the next lesson so the
lesson becomes much easier; this is one of its positive aspects” (Int-1/MP
23).

Amal] expresses that the new curriculum brings life to the classroom:
“Now I feel that there is action in the class... the child gets up and moves
and they interact with me while in the old curriculum I was the only one
speaking all the time... all that the student did was to memorize the lesson
and come and recite it the next day... for example in the new curriculum
we have different characters in the lesson and each child chooses a
character and they role play...and then afier a couple of days they
memorize their parts and do their parts without reading from the
book”(Int-1/MP 25), )

Although the teachers started by complaining about the new curriculum and by

highlighting what they think is ineffective in its approach, when asked explicitly

if there is nothing positive in the new curriculum and if they would prefer to go

back to teaching in the old curriculum, they seemed to agree on a few points: the

new curriculum is more appealing to the students because it addresses aspects of

their daily life, it is varied and rich with activities and exercises that the children

enjoy, it demands more participation from the students and this helps them to

learn better and interact more, and although there are difficulties in teaching the
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new curriculum, it is not a good idea to go back to the old curriculum. It is worth
noting here that, although none of the teachers directly referred to the new
curriculum as “child-centred”, their responses included the characteristics of a
child-centred approach,; it is clear that they seem to be having difficulties in
approaching their teaching in this way, but their reactions imply some

appreciation for the approach.

The extensiveness of the new curriculum: Some of the teachers expressed their

concern about the extensiveness of the material to be covered. The majority of
the teachers stated that they will never be able to cover all that is expected of

them to cover in an academic year.

After observing her class, Taghreed and I sat to discuss the lesson and she
explained that she felt rushed for time: “I feel that there is more work for
the teacher. I feel sometimes that the 50 minute session is not enough
because the activities that we do in class now need a lot of time. Even if I
feel that an activity needs more than 20 minutes I have fo tell them to stop
afier 20 minutes... then they feel they are under pressure and they might
not really learn what is intended for them to learn” (A-Observ./ MP38).

After observing Munifa’s class, I asked her about a couple of students
that were not participating and she expressed that there are 3 to 4 student
in the first grade that still do not know the any of the letters and that she:
“... really can not waste the first two or three months in the year to teach
the letters. I have a very long curriculum to finish, so if I spend two
months on teaching letters I will not be able to finish most of the
curriculum” (A-Observ./MP 41).

Amal had a similar concern: “I really can not finish it (the material in
the book)...no way...there is no way. If you give every day a new lesson,
it will not finish. I counted the lessons and I counted the school days in
the academic year, and there are more lessons than days” (A-observ./MP
45).

So does Nesreen: “I would love to finish the whole book at least one time
but it is not possible...the book has too many lessons ™ (Int-1/ MP 32).

Mona does not have many complaints about the new system, and after
visiting her class for 50 minutes she was telling me that she enjoys
teaching in the new books, but she also feels rushed for time: “What
bothers me is how long it is. For example, we are now studying about the
house (home), there are 5 lessons about the house... that is too
much...five lessons need two weeks. I am nearly never absent and I give
one lesson every day, and I only get to finish 16 themes from the 30,
because each theme has five lessons; you can not give two lessons a day
especially in the first grade. Even this way some parents complain that [
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am moving too fast... and all this rush and I get to theme 16 and I even
skip a few because I feel they are repeated” (A-Observ./MP 39).

Bahia also seems to feel pressured: “I am very rushed for time and I have
to keep working according to my schedule...the program is very big and
not one year was I able to complete it. I tried my best but I couldn’t, and
she(inspector) tells me that I should try and finish it... but I can’t ... told
her it is impossible...it is impossible to finish the program...very
difficult...so that is why at the end I neglect things and neglect students
who are finding difficulties to keep up” (A-Observ./MP 43).

A possible conclusion from these reactions would be that teachers saw that they
have to teach a certain number of lessons rather than a set of skills or learning
objectives. The richness of the new curriculum could be a way to provide the
teacher with alternatives, rather than to overwhelm her with a large number of
lessons to cover. Teachers who had a more open relationship with their
supervisors did not seem to stress this issue; in general, they seemed to feel that
there is a way around it, through working with selected topics and activities. On
the other hand, it is the teachers who expressed that they were concerned about
the evaluation that they will get from the supervisor (in the private school) or
from the inspector (in the public schools) who felt overwhelmed by the
extensiveness of the material to be covered. This teacher-supervisor relationship

will be discussed further in a later section.

6.2.2 Training workshops: Benefits and limitations: The majority of the
teachers felt that the workshops that they had attended in relation to the new
curriculum were not sufficient, but some expressed that they do not feel that
going to other workshops will help them to apply the new curriculum and others

felt that it is important to attend more workshops.

According to Munifa, the workshsops were not very helpful: “Yes, we
have been to a couple of workshops, two summers ago, but they were sort
of a waste of time...when I started teaching the new curriculum, I felt for
the first few months that I was completely lost, then bit by bit I started to
figure things out; now the inspector visits my class and gives me very few
comments; when we first started he had too many remarks to make” (A-
Observ./MP 41).
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Nesreen feels that what they had attended was not enough: “We had some
general workshops for the whole school about teaching in general but
there was nothing in relation to the subject matter” (A-Observ./MP 40).

Bahia has been to some workshops which were run by the American
embassy and her impression was: “Sometimes we go to workshops and
find lots of new ideas that we really like, but we come back to class we
Jind it very difficult to apply due to the book and what is in the book” (A-
Observ./MP 42).

Taghreed seems to get the idea of the student-centred approach, but still
finds it difficult to apply: “I learnt that the teacher should have a
minimal role in class and the child should be in control and should do
most of the work on his own...but when I tried to apply what they told us
to do I found out that this will not work in our school; what they are
proposing will be fantastic if the class is 11 or 12 students; our classes
have sometimes up to 35 students. I visited some classes in a school
where there are only 11 or 12 students in the class...there, it is very easy
to work with the students in the way that they are proposing, but here we
have a problem with the number of students in the class... this is really
annoying, the child will not be given all the attention that he/she needs”
(A-Observ. / MP 38).

Rudayna feels that there is no need for any more training and that she is
applying the new curriculum as far as it can be applied in her school:
“No...Ireally do not think I need any more workshops, I really feel that I
have understood the new curriculum and I do not need any more
workshops” (A-Obsev. /MP 44).

Safa feels that there is still a lot that she needs to learn: “We are not
going to workshops related to the new curriculum, last year the
administration sent us an evaluation sheet and we all asked for
workshops, even if it is tiring but we will benefit a lot from them” (Int-1
/MP 22).

Noura specifies what she wants to learn about: “we need workshops on
how is the new curriculum administered ... what are the approaches that
could be used to teach this new curriculum... we do not really mind... we
really want to apply it and we try to apply it” (A-Obsev. /MP 47).

In general, the teachers felt that there is still much room for improvement in

implementing the new curriculum, except for Munifa and Rudayna who feel that

they are applying the new curriculum in the best way possible. This raises the

question of whether they have really understood the reform and were able to

“figure out” how to implement it (as Munifa states in the above quotation)

through a process of individual reflection, or whether they are implementing
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what they saw as change. While visiting these teachers’ classrooms, it was
evident that they adopt a teacher-centred approach with no evidence of
cooperative learning or hands-on activities. After the session, we sat together to
discuss the lesson, such as what they were doing and why they were doing it; the
aim of this discussion was to help the teachers make explicit the implicit theories
or knowledge that were guiding their classroom practices, but they seemed
reluctant to discuss their classes and preferred to discuss the problems that they
are facing in implementing the new curriculum, such as the inadequacy of visual
aids and the inability of their students to learn except through the traditional
methods. A possible explanation for this could be that the teachers are exhibiting
what Argyris and Schon (1974) describe as defence mechanisms so as to avoid
the difficult task of change; another explanation could be that they are
experiencing feelings of doubt and anxiety due to an imbalance between the way
they see themselves as teachers, their self-image, and the way they define good
teaching, their task perception (Kelchtermans, 2005); again this could lead to

avoiding facing the difficulties incurred in change.

The rest of the teachers expressed that they were impressed by the new ideas and
the new approach, but they felt that they could not apply what they had learnt in
their classes. This could be explained by the views of the teacher educators who
believe that piecemeal training is not enough to help teachers engage in real
change in their classroom practices (Hargreaves, 1989; Hargreaves, 2000;
McLaughlin, 1997; McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001; Prawat, 1992). In general, the
teachers involved in this study had attended 3 to 4 workshops about the new
curriculum; they were presented with the general approach, and at best given an
example or two on how to implement the new curriculum in the classroom, but
due to the limited time for explanations and discussions, teachers did not have
the opportunity to assimilate the new ideas, or to go through a process of
“schematization” that would lead to restructuring their Gestalts that govern their
classroom behaviours as Korthagen and Lagerwerf (1996) explain. The result
was that the teachers felt at loss when confronted with the changes in their real
life teaching contexts; this issue is expressed by Amal, who seemed quite

frustrated with the trainers:
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“The people who give us these workshops tell us teach them this way and
teach them that way ...In the last workshop I attended, I suggested that
the trainer come to our classes and give a lesson in the way she is
describing ...make a demonstration in a real class and then we will see
how it works, but they never do” (A-Observ. / MP 45).

What is presented in this quotation was also confirmed by two other teachers

who felt that neither the trainers nor the inspectors really knew what the reform is

about.

Samira B feels that the inspector’s feedback is confusing her rather than
help her: “I sometimes feel that the inspector is giving me mixed
messages, he always asks me to move faster and to try to cover all the
lessons assigned for the year; then, on a different occasion, he says that 1
am not using enough activities that help students to be more involved and
to participate more in class. Well, you can’t have both, if I want o take
my time in class and allow the students to participate then this will be at
the expense of finishing the lesson, I wish they would decide what they
want and then come to our classes” (D-Video/ MP 53).

Noura feels that the subject coordinators themselves have not grasped the
underpinning principles of the new curriculum: “/ sometimes feel that she
(the coordinator) is mixed up; she seems convinced that the new
curriculum is better for the students but at the same time she asks us to
give the students dictation and grammar exercises from the old
books... Maybe she feels that this way she can fill the gaps in the new
system” (A-Observ./ MP 47).
This brings into question the effectiveness of the three-day workshops in which
the trainers-of-trainers trained teacher-trainers as part of the educational reform
implementation plan. Just as the teachers need time to assimilate the changes and
the opportunity to experiment with them and reflect on them, the trainers or the
inspectors need time to move from the theoretical to the practical through a

similar process. Otherwise, the result will be confusion and frustration, as is

expressed in the above quotations.

6.2.3 Teacher reflection: Teacher reflection could be divided into three main
sections, each corresponding to a set of phases in the study. The first section
describes and analyzes reflections that the teachers expressed during phases land
2; 1.e. during the initial interviews and during the interviews after the class

observations. The second section deals with teachers’ reflections in phases 3 and




4; i.e. during the teacher meeting, and during the discussions that took place
while the teachers were watching the video recordings of their classes. The third
section is related to phases 5 and 6 of the study; i.e. teachers’ reflections in the
journals that they wrote after attending the cooperative learning session and
implementing cooperative learning in their classrooms, and during the feedback
sessions that followed peer observations. This division is based on the finding
that teachers’ reflections were dominated by one type or level of reflection in
each set of phase. As the study proceeded and as the teachers became involved
with further discussions of their work and their classes, teachers’ reflections

became more in depth and higher levels of reflection were identified.

Reflection in phases 1 and 2: During the first two phases of the study the teachers

mainly expressed their views about the new curriculum in definitive statements
with little reference to the complexity of the changes introduced by the
educational reform. Teachers typically stated what was “bad” and what was
“good” in the new curriculum without focusing on the different aspects of
introducing change in their classrooms; moreover, in general they either blamed
the educational authorities (in the form of insufficient support from supervisors
or in the form of lack of resources) or they blamed the books in the form of
topics and length of lessons, for the lack of success in implementing changes in

the classes. The following are examples of this level of reflection:

Munifa was complaining that there are some topics in the book that the
students do not enjoy learning and that the inspector sometimes insists
that she teaches them in her classes: “I do not really listen to what the
inspector says, I do whatever I find useful with my students... the first
year I gave a lesson which I skip now, it is about celebrations, so later I
asked the 2" grade teacher if she has the same theme in her book, she
said she did, but she did not find it necessary to teach to the students...
the lesson does not have any grammar in it , so the students will not be
harmed if we did not give the lesson and I agreed with her, so we both
skip it now... the child only cares about the Birthday, so we only give the
lesson about the birthday... what do they need to know about wedding
anniversary? Children in first grade are not interested in wedding
anniversaries, so why should we waste time and teach it” (A-Observ./
MP 41).

After observing her class Rudayna explained that if she had more time
she would have prepared some teaching aids for the lesson in the form of
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pictures or flash cards; she states that the best way to help teachers
implement the changes is to be provided with help in preparing teaching
material: “I think the most important thing is to have someone that would
support us as teachers, so if a lesson needs pictures or songs or some
other form of teaching aids, this person would help by preparing these
visual and teaching aids for us to use in the classroom” (A-Observ./ MP
44).

A similar comment was made by Samira B: “I suggested that we have a
period a week for listening skill, but the new book does not have a
cassette for listening exercises; all the cassettes are songs... if the school
will provide us with material for listening we will be able fo integrate
listening in the curriculum, then we will not present the lesson through
the pictures only, the students can listen and look at the pictures; that
would be a way to introduce the lesson” (D-Video/MP 53).

While watching the video recording of her reading class where the
students were struggling with reading the lesson, Noura expressed that
some lessons in the new books introduced too many new words and this
was an obstacle for the students: “I do not think it is possible for a first
grader fo learn 15 new words all together...we need to teach the
meanings of the new words before we start reading, but I can’t always
do that because I have to teach a new lesson everyday...I sometimes
count the number of the new words in the new lesson to see whether I can
teach all of them together or not. If there are too many, I repeat each
word as many times as the time permits” (D-Video/ MP 50).

Safa’s main complaint was that some lessons in the civics books were
beyond the students’ cognitive level: “In the first grade the topics are too
difficult for them to grasp; for example, we have lessons titled “my
personality”, or “ my identity”; they find these concepts difficult to
understand at their age, even their parents complain about it; in the past
two years I taught these lessons and I found it very difficult to make the
children grasp the concept of “personality” or * identity” and maybe
their parents had never introduced them to such topics. The good thing is
that this year I am not teaching grade one, only grades 2, 3 and 4 (D-
Video./ MP 54).

Taghreed has a similar complaint in relation to the science books: “I feel
that there are topics in the fourth and third grade that can be discussed in
the first grade. Like there is a lesson on nutrition and this could very well
be given to the first grade It is about sources of nutrition and that there
are two sources of nutrition “from animals” and “from plants” and we
need to eat from both, this could be very useful for first graders more
than 3™ graders. The child will learn that soft drinks and potato chips are
quite harmful and this could be very useful for children at this age then
they will start to eat well at an early age, better than waiting till the
Jourth grade when he/she has acquired all the bad eating habits” (D-
Video/ MP 51).




And Bahia has a similar complaint about the English books: “The way
they organize the themes and the lessons is not really very practical...
like the lesson about the school is at the end of the book and it is a very
big lesson and too difficult to start with at the beginning of the year ...
although it is a very useful lesson to be given at the beginning of the year
because it describes the classroom, what we do, and what we have in the
classroom... we can not give this lesson because it has advanced
vocabulary which the students have not learnt yet. Even the themes are
not really related to what is going on in the child’s life and if a new word
is infroduced in one lesson it is not repeated in the following lessons and
this way the students forget the vocabulary they learn. There are books in
the market where the words are accumulated from one lesson to the
next... so sometimes I write worksheets for the students reusing the words
they have previously learnt, to insure that they keep remembering
them...but this is very tiring ...last year by the end of the first semester [
had already written about 30 worksheets, that is too much” (A-Observ./
MP 42).

These examples of teacher reflection could be labelled as routine reflection, since
they are guided by what Dewey termed as “routine action”. Both teachers’
actions and reflections seem to be directed by habit, external authority and
circumstances (Zeichner & Liston, 1991). Teachers seemed to present their
problems in ways that implied lack of responsibility; the problem was described
in terms of what authority dictates, and as a result, the teachers did not feel that
they have a role in finding solutions for these problems. Moreover, the above
examples of teachers’ thoughts cannot be categorized as “technical” reflection,
since the teachers did not consider their teaching practises nor their efficiency
and effectiveness (Van Manen, 1977); teachers were mainly describing what they
thought were problems, but they did not suggest ways that they could tackle
these problems; the suggested solutions were presented in the form of what
others (the educational authorities, the school administration, the supervisor, the
parents) could do, rather than in the form of what the teacher could do to solve

the problem.

Reflection in phases 3 and 4: During the meeting that was held in phase 3 of the

study, teachers were first reluctant to share their thoughts, but since some of
them had been visited on that day by the local authorities’ inspector, these
teachers felt the need to talk about what had happened during their interactions

with the inspector, and a discussion about the teachers’ independence in choosing
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classroom practices was opened up; eventually most of the teachers shared in the

discussion.

Munifa expressed her dissatisfaction with the inspector’s feedback: “In
my opinion let the teacher teach the way she sees most fit... if she has self
confidence and confidence in her work, then let her teach in her own way
and then see (evaluate)... I mean if she is teaching in her own way and
the class ends up learning well then let her be and do not keep saying to
her do things this way, do things that way... nothing should be imposed
on the teacher. Once something is imposed on the teacher and she knows
that this will not work in her class then the teacher feels confused and this
way she confuses her students.”

Rudayna agreed with her colleague: “Yes, when I teach a class for the

| first time, I take into consideration the average of the class and the

| mentality of the students, and then I see what is the way to get the

information to them... it does not matter what method I use with them as
long as it works... if they get what I am trying to teach them then I have
succeeded, but if I am told to use this way or that way and I try it and it

‘ does not work and they do not learn then I would have not succeeded.”

Samira B. added: “I am neither restricted by the new method nor by the
| old method... I am teaching the way I see most suitable to help the
students grasp the material and I find this very successful ...I might
integrate both methods... I have been teaching for a long time... I started
teaching when I'was 17 years old...so I think I know best how to teach my
students.”

Amal elaborated further: “In my opinion a successful teacher has her
own style... if she tries a method and the students grasp the material then
that is fine...if it does not work then she tries another way and another
method... she can use any method she chooses as long as she gets the
material in the students heads (!)... for example, if I am teaching a word
and the students understand it then that is it... if I try the newest method
and it does not work then so what, it did not succeed ...whether the way
is old or new...I do not care ...what I care about is that I should pass the
information to my students in a simple way.”

Mona gave an example on what her colleagues were saying: “I think the
teacher’s main goal is to get her students’ attention, even the clever ones
need to become engaged with what is going on in the classroom or else
they might fall asleep. They (the supervisor and principle) always tell me
that my voice is very high and that I should lower my voice. I know grade
2 students better than they do, if my voice is not high they will fall asleep,
especially in the afternoon ... like in reading, if your voice is monotonous
the students will fall asleep.”




Fatima felt that the supervisor is also interfering in her work in a way that
was not helping the students: “She (the supervisor) always asks me if they
have copied the answers on their copybooks. 1 feel that we should spend
more time teaching them how to answer questions and how to understand
a new passage rather than waste our time in the class on copying the
answers from the board onto their copybooks... I try to get them new
passages to read from time to time,; I do not really depend on the text
book...I feel it limits their (the students’) learning.”

This discussion opened up two other topics: overloading students with homework

and the teachers’ role according to the new curriculum.

Samira A. gave another example of her encounter with the subject
coordinator: “She keeps telling me that we have to give them
homework...everyday homework. You know we give too much and the
kids have a lot to study at home,; sometimes they study for two hours each
day and sometimes they study during the weekend, so they come lo class
on Monday full of energy and hyperactive. The other day 1 asked the
parents of one of my very active students to take him out during the
weekend. These kids are locked up in school all week and then locked up
at home during the weekend... They have so much to study, not just for
English but also for all the subjects: science, Math in Arabic, Math in
English, civics...it is really a lot.”

Bahia also felt that the text book was not very useful: “I also feel that the
book does not help; we have to put a lot of effort in class and the students
also have to study hard at home. They have to study for every subject
everyday. 1 feel that we are overloading them sometimes.”
After these comments and similar ones, I felt that the teachers were trying to
frame a problem, but they were not able to identify their role in helping to find a
solution for the problem. Accordingly, in an effort to try to focus on the teacher
rather than all the other factors that were being related, such as the supervisor’s
discouraging remarks, the books, and the workload, I asked the teachers’ what
they thought the teacher’s role was in this new curriculum. This did not prove
successful in bringing the teachers into the process of finding solutions, but it
opened up a new avenue for deeper discussion where teachers’ descriptions of
their roles showed higher levels of reflection. The following are some examples

of what the teachers said:

According to Mona, “The teacher teaches, guides, and cares. Since the
teacher accompanies the student from the beginning of the year,
sometimes by the end of the year the teacher knows the student better
than the parents. This is why sometimes you do not wait for the test

149




results to know how much your students have learnt. A teacher'could tell
Jrom the expression on their faces whether they are learning or not.”

Safa saw that the teacher should play a role in developing the students’
social skills: “May be the teacher in the new curriculum has the role to
open new horizons for the students. The lessons include ethical issues;
they do not only teach children to read and write. From every lesson the
Student learns a moral: how to deal with his friends, how to celebrate our
Jfriend’s birthday, how to behave in schools and how to follow the rules,
how to respect the teacher, how to respect our parents, how to deal with
our brothers and sisters; the topics are around these themes and I like to
Jocus on this aspect of the lessons, i.e. the social skills more than reading
and writing. I really care that the child learns how to behave with his
parents, even if they are not well educated and they do not know how to
deal this him, he learns how he must deal with them. So I try to tell them
that we are educated people, so we need to behave like educated people;
even if your father says a bad word at home we do not need to repeat that
and we should always be well behaved and know how to talk to our
parents, we should always be polite. I really like to focus on behaviour, it
should not all be. go study and come recite. This is the age where the
child learns how to be polite, if he is taught well he will be polite all his

life”

Taghreed was trying to explain the role of the teacher as a facilitator:
“Practically speaking in the old way the teacher would lecture and tell
the students things and all that they have to do is understand what she is
saying, but now I need to find out from them what they have understood
what they have learnt from me. This can be done through dialogue, and
now the child needs to see and touch and experience in order to learn, or
else he will forget everything the next day, it is very important that they
see and touch.” ‘

Hiba stressed the need to know the students: “I feel that the teacher’s
role starts by being able to know the level of her students and to know
how to pass a certain concept or piece of information to them... of coarse
not through one method only... the teacher should use different
approaches, for example, in the first grade the teacher can not stand in
Jfront of the class and teach the lesson, she needs to go around the class
and interact with them in small groups or individually. This is important
because she can see who is learning and who is not paying attention, [
Jeel that the student who pays attention to the teacher will not find it
difficult to learn and will not find it difficult to study at home. ™

Accordirfg to Zeichner and Liston (1991) in practical reflection “...every action
is seen as linked to particular value commitments, and the actor considers the
worth of competing educational ends as well as how well the particular learning

goals that he or she is working toward are achieved by the students.”(p. 167).

Therefore, practical reflection examines the goals and the means and questions
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what is being taught and what is being learnt by the students. The above
quotations include some practical reflection which is considered higher than
routine reflection. Teachers seem to be thinking about what they are teaching
their students and how this is influencing their students’ learning. Teachers also
seem to be committed to teaching and educating their students; they reflect on
their roles as to care for and to guide the students and some feel that it is
sometimes more important to teach students skills that will develop their social
skills than just teaching them to read and write. Moreover, the teachers express
the need to know their students; this is regarded as important to help them learn

in the best way possible.

Similar issues were brought up, in phase 4 of the study while the teachers were
watching the video recordings of their classes. Although, during the first few
minutes of watching the video recording, the teachers were either silent or

engaged in “cosmetic” reflections such as:

“I hate my voice... Is this how I sound in real life? ” (D-Video/MP 56).
“My handwriting (on the board) looks awful!” (D-Video/ MP 57).
“I'really need to go on a diet.” (D-Video/MP 50).

As they watched further, other levels of reflection emerged; there were incidents
of technical reflection, where the teachers were examining their teaching

practices:

“We were making too much noise; I hope we did not disturb the other
classes” (D-Video/MP 56).

“I'think I could have used some kind of group activity here; then I would
have been able to cover all the material that I had originally planned to
cover during this session” (D-Video/MP 51).

“Look at x’; Ididn’t notice that he was playing with his pencil case. 1
think next time I should seat him in the front; that way I can keep an eye
on him” (D-Video/MP 58).

And there were incidents of practical reflection where teachers were questioning

the effectiveness of their practices on student learning:
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“ds you see, sometimes they draw the concept and sometimes they bring
things to the class... you see, when the child looks for something and
finds it and brings it to class then he will not forget it ... he will remember
it for a longer period of time” (D-Video/MP 54).

“I do not think they understood this point, may be I should get them some
visual aids next time. That might bring the idea closer to them” (D-
Video/MP 51).

“In my opinion and according to the level I teach, I think the teacher
should use simple language with her students, this will make the learning
process much smoother. We should not use difficult terms; I do not mean
that you have to go down to their level, but I mean you need to use terms
that are close to them...this will help them to stay with you during the
class "(D-Video/MP 52).

“I'really think we should have more activities in the class and outside the
class. We used to celebrate the students’ birthdays and of coarse it
became chaotic; I personally do not have a problem with noise, if the
students are doing something that they enjoy and they are learning at the
same time then noise should not be a problem” (D-Video/MP 50).

Reflection in phases 5 and 6: As discussed under procedures in the methodology
chapter, the aim of this study evolved from a main focus on developing teachers’
classroom practices to a focus on developing teachers’ thinking skills and
reflective abilities. This evolution was informed by the initial analysis of the
findings of the earlier phases. The development of these prerequisite skills
seemed necessary for teachers if they are to engage in a process of action
research which involves: identifying areas that need improvement, planning for
improvement, implementing improvement and evaluating what has been
implemented. In the last two phases, teachers were divided into two groups: the

cooperative learning group and the peer observation group.

Teachers in the cooperative learning group had expressed their need to learn
more about cooperative learning and its principles. After a half day meeting, in
which I presented examples of cooperative learning activities and the teachers
deduced the principles underpinning these activities, the teachers planned to
implement group work in their classes and wrote reflective journals on these
activities. Although the journals included mainly detailed descriptions of what

they did in class and how they did it, they also included statements that showed
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higher levels of reflection than in the previous phases. The following are

examples of teacher reflections in this group:

Bahia wrote that she enjoyed the activity just as much as the students’ did:
“Although the first time it took a lot of effort to explain the group work
activity to the students, it became easier the second and the third time,
and I actually enjoyed it the fourth time. Things were moving smoothly,
everyone was on task and they seemed to be learning as well as enjoying
themselves... It was the first time that I feel that everyone understood the
lesson. This made me feel great!” Later in the journal she writes: “/ think
the most important lesson they have learnt form group work is to accept
each other and support each other. I had divided them into heterogeneous
groups, so at the beginning the clever (underlined in the journal) ones
complained because they thought that the less clever ones will make their
group lose. However, eventually, they learnt that they will have to make
sure that every member in the group understood the lesson well;
watching them explain to each other enthusiastically was a real
pleasure” (WR/ 1).

Bahia’s reflections could be categorized as practical reflection. In her writing she
examined the means (group work) and the goal (understanding the lesson,
learning to help each other, learning enthusiastically). There might also be a hint
of critical reflection in her journal as she implicitly refers to the ethical issue of

learning to care for others and to help others in society.

Samira B did not feel that group work was as effective in her classes, but
she stated in her journal that: “The good thing about this activity is that
everyone participated; even the students who usually get lower grades
and are reluctant to raise their hands in class, were trying to show what
they have learnt and they seemed satisfied with what the group
achieved... It was mainly useful to raise the moral of the less achieving
students; they felt more confident... maybe their friends were better at
teaching than me!” (WR/ 2).

Even though Samira was not satisfied with group work, she engaged in reflective
thinking at the practical level. She was considering the low achievers and how

they felt and she even referred to the role of self-esteem in motivating students to

participate.

Amal reflected a high level of enthusiasm in her journal: “At the
beginning, they gave me a hard time because each wanted to sit with
his/her friends, but when they were assigned their tasks, they became
really engrossed in their work; I stepped back and thought I was so proud
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of them.... I was really happy to see them work so enthusiastically and so
diligently. Maybe more important than learning the lesson is learning
how to help others; I hope that they will apply this outside school too.
Many problems in our society would be overcome if we learn to accept
and help each other” (WR/ 4).

Amal’s reflections could be regarded as practical and critical. She values that the
students learn with enthusiasm and learn to help each other, but she also refers to
the importance of instilling in students values that would help to play a more

significant role in their society.

Fatima did not believe that experimenting with group work near to the
end of the academic year was a good idea, but there were some reflective
statements in the journal: “Although I asked the students to set the rules
that they think are important, such as working quietly and respecting all
the members of the group, most of the students did not abide by them.
There was a lot of arguing and some were even shouting. How can we
make students abide by rules? Why is it that some students follow rules
and others don’t? Is it to do with how they are brought up at home? Or is
it that we are born this way? I know you always say that you do not have
answers (she was directing her writing to me) but I would really like to
have a discussion on this” (WR/ 5).

Fatima’s journal reflected critical thinking, if not critical reflection. She seemed
to be questioning the nature versus nurture issue and this has the potential to
open up other avenues for questioning and exploration related to teaching and

learning which could be a trigger for the process of reflective thinking.

As for teachers in the peer observation group, there was also a marked difference
in their reflective thought. During the feedback sessions, the teachers gave each
other support and encouragement but were reluctant to give negative remarks on
their peers’ classes; however, the discussions were rich with reflective remarks

on their own teaching. The following are examples of teachers’ reflections:

Taghreed expressed what she found out about group work: “I always
thought that group work caused much noise in the classroom, but it seems
the teacher is the one that hears it most... may be this is because she is
too worried about not disturbing the other classes....As I observed
Sereen’s class I realized that the noise level was acceptable although she
kept telling the students to lower their voices...I think I do that in my
class. I think firom now on, 1 will not be as reluctant to use group work in
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my lessons. The noise in not really that bad, especially when you see the
level of student motivation that group work generates” (Peer Observ.-
2A).

Noura expressed that she enjoyed sitting in a colleague’s class and that
she was continuously thinking about what she did in her class: “You know
I realized that students at this age love to take the role of the teacher.
Looking back I realize that I have tried that in my classes, but afier
seeing how enthusiastic they were in Mona’s class, I think I will include
more activities in my lessons where students play the role of the teacher”
(Peer Observ.- 3B).

Safa started to plan for her classes while she was in her colleague’s class:
“Watching Taghreed’s class made me realize how important it is to carry
out experiments in class. She was demonstrating how metal expands
when heated, it was amazing to see how drawn they were to what was
going on, they were actually pulling their chairs closer to the teacher; [
think every student was paying attention and that is very important. She
did not explain what was going on; the students themselves figured out
that metal expands when heated, I do not think they will ever forget that
lesson. I do not think I can do experiments in my class, but I can write
short plays and they could act it out; this maybe will get their attention
Just as much” (Peer Observ./ 2B).

Each teacher of the six in this group engaged in practical reflection; the above
quotations are only some examples; teachers were questioniflg their teaching
practices but in the light of how these practices affected students’ learning and
students’ motivation. Teachers felt that sitting in another teacher’s class helped
them to see themselves and their students more clearly. Observing other teachers
was a trigger for the teachers to engage in self-evaluation and all of the teachers
expressed that the exercise was very important and each had suggestions for
ways to include peer observation on their schedules the following year. The

following quotations sum up how teachers felt:

“It was a very nice experience. I felt that I learnt a lot; the interesting
thing is that when you see another teacher doing something that is not
very effective, you directly relate it to your behavior in your class; what is
more, no matter how many times others tell you that this behavior is
ineffective you do not really listen, but when you see it and you take the
decision, on your own, to do something about it; that is when you get
committed to change” (Peer Observ./ 1A).

“I think that all the teachers should try to visit each others’ classes; I was

very reluctant at first to sit in Hiba's class, but affer going through the
experience, I now realize that it was not only beneficial but also fun, I am
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sure that any teacher that tries this once will decide to do it more ofien.
The administration should really try to find a way to make us all visit
each others’ classes” (Peer Observ./ 1B).

6.2.4 Personal factors that impede reflection: The data collected in the first
three phases of the study show that teachers seemed reluctant to share their
reflective thoughts. Initially, they were more ready to express problems in the
form of deficiencies in the curriculum, in the administrative procedures and in
the educational system as a whole. They expressed that the curriculum was
unrealistic in its expectations for the teacher especially in relation to the amount
that they had to teach their students (the number of lessons that they had to cover
over the academic year), in the lack of support they had from their supervisors
and administrators (the overly evaluative feedback that caused them to feel
unsafe and under pressure), and in implementing activities that they saw as

overwhelming and unproductive (such as group work and silent reading).

However, as the study progressed, teachers became more ready to open up and
discuss their teaching in more realistic terms and with a focus on their role in
helping students learn. This could be explained in one of two ways: either that
there was an accumulative effect for engaging in exercises that foster reflection,
or that rapport was developed as a result of the recurring meetings between the
teachers and me and, as a result, they felt more at ease and more willing to
expose and explore their thoughts and feelings. The following are examples of

this:

After watching the video recording of her class Safa expressed a need to learn
more about the new curriculum and what it is really about: “/ would really
like to work on improving my teaching. For example, I would like to attend
workshops on the latest methods in teaching ... how we can change the way
we are teaching if we keep on doing the same thing over and over again. We
keep repeating the same things over and over and at the end we get really
bored. Ifwe feel this way then this will not help the students to learn ... 1
really feel bored every year doing the same lessons, the same pictures, the
same procedures...I am sure that there are alternative ways to teach, but we
do not know what they are” (D-Video- MP 54).

Noura was having doubts too: “I really do not know if we are following the

new curriculum and its methods... you know, maybe we lack the necessary
training to be able to apply the new curriculum” (D-Video/MP 50).
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These quotations could be related to two concepts: a lack of self-esteem and a
lack of knowledge related to pedagogy. Teachers seemed to feel disempowered;
their discussions implied a lack of belief in their ability to effect change. They
felt that they had to do what is expected of them without questioning the results
of what they are doing. This lack of self-efficacy is not only due to their
perception of the educational system as highly authoritative (Colton and Sparks-
Langer, 1993) but also due to their perception of themselves as lacking the
necessary knowledge and skills (Shulman,1987) to plan for and implement

change.

Since self-esteem has been related to motivation (Bandura, 1977) and to
perseverance (Ashton and Webb, 1986) it would seem reasonable to conclude
that teachers’ resistance to change, or to even examine what needs to be changed,
is due to the lack of self-efficacy that was implied in a number of teachers’

comments.

6.3 Social and Professional Contexts of the Teachers as Learners

As expressed by many teacher educators, the context which the teacher works in
has a significant influence on her/his professional development (Argyris &
Schon,1974; Chan & Elliot, 2004; Day,1999; Gregoire, 2003 ; Grossman,
Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Hashweh, 2003; Hargreaves & Evans,1997; Hill,
2004; Kelchtermans, 2005; Levin,1995). Before engaging in changing practices
teachers need to go through a process of examining their concepts and beliefs
about the learning process; this could be a highly demanding process both
cognitively and emotionally; hence there is a need for a supportive environment
that both challenges the teacher and supports him/her through the process of .
change and development (Argyris & Schon,1974; Gregoire, 2003; Grossman,
Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001).

6.3.1 The role of the inspector, the coordinator, and the principle in teacher

learning: The coordinator, the local authority’s inspector and the principal were

most often portrayed by teachers as playing an evaluative role rather than a
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supportive one. The following quotations represent how teachers saw the

authority figures in their educational context:

Munifa was explaining how hard it is to implement some of the
suggestions made by the new curriculum and she expressed the way she
sees the inspector: “The people who come to observe our classes tell us:
teach them this way and prepare the lesson that way ...I suggested to the
inspector to give a lesson to my students but she did not agree ...If she
could make a presentation and then we will see how it works and if her
way is better than my way.... All she does is give us comments and
comments and ...she always has some negative remarks but she rarely
tells me where I taught well” (A-Observ./ MP 41).

Rudayna had a very similar picture of the inspector: “The inspector
comes and gives me comments...usually negative comments...and she
does not give me alternatives on better ways to teach... this is the way I
do things and I think I know my students better than anyone else... so let
her come into my class and see the way the students are and then see if
the way she is proposing works or does not work ..or let her show me a
better way to teach and explain to me how to do things, then she should
come the next day and see if [ am applying what she said and if the idea
has reached the students or not” (D-Video/MP 59).

Bahia feels that the inspector does not help her in developing her teaching
strategies: “All that the inspector cares about is what lesson I am at, and
she looks at the ‘lesson plan’ and she observes in my class and checks
whether what I have done in class corresponds with what I have written
in the lesson plan.” (A-Observ. /MP 43).

Safa feels that her subject coordinator does not take her suggestions into
consideration: “I tried once to explain that it is not very useful to give
tests to the first graders, it is not fair on them, the child is hardly reading,
how can we expect him to read questions in the test and answer them, but
the coordinator said that we need grades for the students and tests is the
best way to evaluate them” (A-Video/ MP 54).

Hiba explained that the words chosen by the coordinator’s play a role in
the effectiveness of her feedback : “You know, it really makes a
difference the way you are given feedback ... the way that the person says
something really makes all the difference... when my coordinator says to
me ‘you could have tried this way... it might have been helpful’, I would
find it easier to listen to what she is saying... much easier than when she
says ‘Why did you do it this way (with accusation in her tone)?’” (D-
Video/MP 55).

Sereen feels she has been evaluated unjustly: “You know in our school
there is a coordinator that has to make an evaluative report about you at
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the end of the year and this could lead to unfairness at times. Maybe the
coordinator visits a teacher’s class on a day that she is not feeling well ...
then the evaluation will not be fair... The coordinator does not always
know the teacher’s circumstances and sometimes no one can understand
what the teacher is going through... so at the end of the year, if she is
evaluated as fair or good that does not really mean that she is a good or
a fair teacher” (Int-1/ MP 31).

Safa expressed her feelings of frustration generated by the authoritative
system: “There are strict rules in the school and the teacher needs to
Jollow them and sometimes we do not have a say in things; we just have
to do what we are asked to do and this is really annoying and it makes
feel frustrated” (D-Video/MP 54).

The above quotations reflect that teachers feel unsafe in their work environment.
They feel threatened by the process of evaluation and they feel marginalized
because their suggestions are not taken into consideration and because they are
governed by inflexible rules and regulation. These feelings could act as a force
that works against teachers’ involvement in a process of self-understanding
(Kelchtermans, 2005) which is a prerequisite to conceptual change. Moreover,
teachers feel that they are not provided with accurate and unbiased feedback, nor
are they given the freedom to choose between alternative methods of teaching;
these characteristics in their professional environment could lead to developing
defence mechanism that hinder the process of double-loop learning (Argyris &
Schon, 1974).

It is important to note here that not all the teachers felt the same way about the
inspectors or the coordinators in their schools. However, the above quotations are
important because they demonstrate the teachers’ perceptions of these authority
figures and it is these perceptions that impact the way the teachers see
themselves and, accordingly, the extent to which they are motivated to engage in
the demanding process of change. The following are examples of teachers who

perceived the coordinator in a different light:

Taghreed was explaining that her subject coordinator was very helpful
and supportive: “The coordinator that I am working with is really nice
and she is helpful; she has something fo offer... even now, when I can
depend on myself more, I go to her and I share what I am doing with my
students; I can tell her what I think and I can explain to her that I felt that
it is better this way due to certain aspects in the class or in the students,
at the end of the discussion she asks if I am satisfied with the results that 1
have and if I say I am she says; “ok carry on”... I really feel that I can
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learn firom her ... in everyway... how to deal with the children, how to
teach a certain thing, she even sometimes explains things to me in
science... because I am not a science major ... I feel that this is a person
who can really help me” (D-Video/MP 51).

.

Mona feels similarly towards her subject coordinator: “... because I have
a good relationship with my coordinator I always get back to her and ask
her about her opinion and tell her what I have done differently and how
things are going... because she is understanding, it makes all the
difference... I am ready to change certain things in my teaching and
sometimes in myself”’ (A-Observ./ MP 39).

Taghreed’s and Mona’s perceptions of their coordinators seem to be helping
them to question their practices and to be open to suggestions and ready to take
risks. They both reflect a sense of trust in their coordinators and this is
encouraging them to seek another opinion or another perspective which could act
as an eye-opener to any incongruence between what the teachers intend to do and
what they are actually doing in their classes, hence, acting as driving force for

change (Schon, 1987).

6.3.2 Opportunities and means for professional development: Since
professional development is thought of as best when it involves teachers in a life
long quest for learning and development, both the educational environment and
the organizational culture need to facilitate this process of career-long learning
(Chan & Elliot, 2004; Hargreaves & Evans, 1997; Kolmos, 2002). Teachers need
time to engage in discussions with colleagues (Levin, 1995), and they need
resources and materials which could provide alternatives for teachers to examine
and experiment with before they can make informed choices. In many of the
above teacher quotations the issue of time is referred to as “limited” and teachers
expreés the pressure they are facing to “live up” to the supervisor’s and the

curriculum’s expectations.

Teachers also referred to the scarcity of resources whether in the form of
descriptive feedback (Kottkamp, 1990), or in the form of training in pedagogy
(these have been discussed in earlier sections). In general, teachers expressed that

there is a lack of teaching materials; the following quotations are examples of
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what teachers see as their needs in the form of resources and how this is affecting

their teaching:

According to Rudayna there is too much work to be done by the teacher
and this is stopping her from finding about alternative methods to teach:
“You see, it all depends on the teacher...it is all your work not their (the
new curriculum) books...although I am working with the new curriculum,
I am applying what I know from before (from previous experience)... but
our books have nothing ...they do not have any activities nor exercises
there is nothing; look at the workbook; for each concept there are three
or four sentences not more than that... I have to bring exercises from
books that I have ...I mean I am using what I have been given before;
there is a lot in the book but it is limited (in scope), sometimes I ask my
neighbour she also teaches but neither of us has the time really to sit and
exchange notes” (A-Observ./ MP 44).

Munifa has a similar view: “According to us... as you can see, we need
mainly visual aids...in my free time I draw pictures and bring them to
class... like for the lesson today (about toys) we should have a box full of
toys...the child will see them and it would be better than showing them
pictures only; of coarse then I can use my free time to find exercises or
activities for my lessons” (A-Observ./MP 41).

Hiba feels that the school should be better equipped: “There are lessons
where I need to use teaching aids, and I have to prepare everything on
my own, the resources here are very limited. For each lesson the teacher
needs to go to the bookshop, but I do not have the time to go to the shops
and I do not have enough money to spend on these things, and the school
can not afford to provide all that we need, they provide what they can
and then I try to improvise” (A-Observ./ MP 48).

Rudayna gives specific examples: “In one of the lessons we have (o use
scrabble. Frankly, I did not know about this game before this curriculum
and now I have it and when we get to the related lesson we use it in class.
The children really enjoy it, but I only have one, and there are 25
students, so you can imagine what the problem is; 1 find it difficult to
decide whom to give it to, so I end up playing with it myself and they
watch me, or sometimes I choose 2 or 3 kids to play, and the rest would
be watching. Other than that, there is the house furniture, when we take
the lesson on house hold furniture I can only show them pictures, of
coarse they have seen these al their homes, but if we had a doll house
then we could show them the bedroom and the living room, and the
kitchen and so on. Then they would definitely understand it better. Now
they learn the names of the rooms but when I teach all of them together
they become confused” (D-Video/MP 59).

Noura thinks that the text books are not very useful and would like to
change them: “Last year we tried to convince the administration to
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change the text books but they opted out in the last minute; it is full of
ideas for activities, it has the big book, cassettes, and it comes with a kit
that is full of activities that are really interesting ... even us the teachers
Jound it real fun; I think the students would have enjoyed it a great deal...
we do not even have books for individual reading; we collect books from
the students and they keep them in class and swap them and sometimes if
they finish their work early they go through them ... sometimes they only
look at the pictures” (A~Observ./ MP 47).

In these quotations the teachers express that there is a shortage of teaching
material (such as toys, posters, or books) and do not refer explicitly to shortage in
pedagogical materials. However, it could be deduced that by providing these
materials, teachers could have the means to experiment in their classes with
alternative teaching aids, or that they could have more time to explore other areas

related to their work.

Other teachers explained that they do not have the time or the means to find out
about the latest in the field of teaching or about alternative ways to deal with

their problems:

Safa says: “I sometimes feel guilty; we are doing the same thing over and
over again and that is becoming boring for the children and for us. 1 wish
I had time and money; then I could go back to college and take some
courses on teaching; maybe that way I could find out if what I am doing
in my class is good, or whether I could do things differently” ( D-
Video/MP54).

Noura feels that she has little time to discuss her problems with other
teachers or the coordinator: “There is a student in my class who never
pays attention, I have tried to seat him in the front to keep a closer eye on
him, but this is not really working, I wonder how he is in other classes. I
ask his other teachers and they say that he is OK; what do they exactly
mean I do not know; I just wish we could have a meeting just to discuss
this problem, but everyone is always busy with preparing lessons and
correcting papers” (A-Observ./MP 47).

Mona also raises the issue of time but from a different perspective: “For
each level there are sometimes three teachers teaching the same subject
to different classes, and we all have to administer the same test, at the
same time, to our students, and this is a problem because sometimes a
teacher finishes the material and another does not and then she feels
pressured that she needs to finish it in time for the test.. and we end up
like we are in a race; who will finish first (laughs).... We should be
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worried about who teaches best and to learn firom each other what works
and what does not work, but everyone is busy in finishing the lessons
before the tests” (D-Video/MP 56),

However, the need for collegial interaction became most apparent after the peer
observation activity, but all the teachers involved said that they do not have the

time to engage in such an activity on a regular basis:

Sereen expressed the importance of peer observation: “I just realized that
it is very important to sit in another teacher’s class, it is such an eye
opener, but we do not have the time to do this we can hardly talk during
our breaks” (Peer- Observ./ 1B).

Hiba felt that peer observation helped her to overcome her anxiety when
someone visited her class: “I think we really should visit each others’
classes more often; I used to get worried when someone invites
themselves into my class, but it is not a big deal, while I was watching
Sereen, I was not really concentrating on the details in her class; I was
concerned with what I should and what I should not be doing in my class,
I just wish it would become a fixed session on my schedule where I can
visit other classes, but I know that even if the administration allows it, I
will eventually get too overwhelmed with my work and not go to other
teachers’ classes” (Peer- Observ./ 1A).

Tagreed expressed the need to discuss matters with her colleagues: “You

know last year we decided that the teachers of each level should meet at

least once a week and talk about their classes; we met a couple of times,

but eventually we would sit together and all that we would talk about is

how much work we have, so we decided to use the meeting time for our

work... looking back at it now, 1 feel it is a pity that we did not continue

| with the meetings” (Peer- Observ./ 2A).

These quotations add evidence to the proposition that teachers need to be

exposed to multiple theories of action to help them make informed decisions

about their practices (Schon, 1987), and to the importance of engaging in critical

conversations with peers to develop one’s own theory in practice (Brookfield,

\

| 1995).

6.3.3 Students’ attributes and their perceived influence on teachers

introducing change: Teachers also referred to their students’ social background
as a hindrance to implementing changes in their classrooms. They felt that the

students were not ready for the new methods of teaching; for example, they felt
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that the students neither had the means nor the skills to engage in project work.
Moreover, teachers felt the students’ parents were not equipped with knowledge
that could help them to provide their children with the necessary academic
support that they need in the context of the new curriculum. The following are

examples of what teachers said in relation to these issues:

Munifa explains that the students are not exposed to the letters outside
school and all they learn is what they are taught in the classroom: “J
always tell them (the administration) that my only problem is that the
students come to first grade without knowing their letters. I do not know if
it is because they forget what they had been raught the year before, or if it
is that they have not learnt the letters and their sounds well. All I am
asking for is to be taught the letters and their sounds in the KGs and I
will teach them to read. This will make it easier for me to introduce
different activities during the lesson rather than being stressed about
teaching the letters” (A-Observ./MP 41).

Rudayna makes a similar observation: “We have a major problem with in
the new system, the administration is not allowed to make children repeat
their classes and they automatically go to the higher grade the year afier.
There are some students that learn nothing during the year...in each
class there are 3 or 4 students like this...they have not learnt anything in
the first grade, so how are they going to work on projects or in a group
activity in the 2™ grade "(A-Observ./MP 44),

Samira B explains why it is difficult to give up the old methods of
teaching, “The activities in the new curriculum are all built around the
idea that the students need to participate in class in order to learn; they
need to think well about what is being introduced in class, but our
students have very little to offer. When they go home they spend all their
time playing in the streets; sometimes I feel that everyday I start from
scratch all over again. How can we have group work or other activities
when [ feel that I am starting from a blank slate everyday” (D-Video/MP
53).

Nesreen also finds difficulty in implementing the simplest new idea:
“Even a simple activity like making a theme poster with the students in
class is sometimes nearly impossible; I explain to them a week before
what we are going to do and ask them to look for pictures in magazines
or in books and bring them to class, but when the day comes most of them
have nothing and I end up working with 3 or 4 students. The rest say that
they did not find anything; I wonder sometimes maybe they do not have
books or magazines at their homes” (A-Video/MP 52).

Sereen has a similar example: “For example, we are supposed to have
class discussions where the students deduce the main ideas in the lesson;
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1 find this the most difficult thing to do; they all speak together, no one
listens to what the other is saying, so after a couple of minutes I stop the
discussion and give them worksheets or something to work on
individually. I sometimes feel that no one listens to them at home that is
why they do not listen to others” (A-Observ./MP 46),

Therefore, teachers felt that their students were not equipped with the academic
and behavioural skills that are necessary for implementing the new curriculum.
Teachers saw their students as unable to provide input into the learning process;
hence, they retreated to the traditional methods of the teacher-centred classroom
which is dominated by lecturing and memorization; their rationale for this was
that this approach is more effective for their students’ learning. This raises the
issue of how far the teachers’ epistemological beliefs are compatible with the
epistemological principles that underpin the new curriculum. The educational
authorities in Lebanon state that the new curriculum is based on the theory of
social constructivism. The premises that underlie this theory are tﬁat reality is
constructed through human activity, the learner creates meaning through
interactions with the environment, and meaningful learning takes place when the
learner is engaged in social activities (Kim, 2001). From the teachers’
explanation of how they believe their students learn it becomes clear that the
teachers’ epistemological beliefs are very different from the premises of the

social constructivism theory.

The same problem was also tackled from a different angle:

Safa explains that there is a need to educate parents about the new
curriculum: “...and the parents do not help; some parents support their
kids but many parents do not cooperate with us; we ask them to come to
school because their kids have problems and they never come. At the
other extreme we have parents that come every day... if their child takes
a test, they bring it the other day and ask about each mistake their kid did
on the test...Why is this wrong? And why did you take off grades here and
S0 on... some even come and complain that we have started a new lesson
and their kid still has not mastered the old one... some ask why we aren’t
teaching them grammar ...and we explain that in the new curriculum
there is no grammar ... I sometimes feel that if the parents knew about this

new approach to teaching they could help their children much more” (D-
Video/MP 54).

Mona the English teacher feels that parents’ lack of knowledge of English
is a problem: “We do not have students that have parents that can
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support them; they have no background (in the language); you have to do
all the work; their parents will not follow them up. This puts us under
pressure; it is very difficult for me to expose the students to as many texts
as possible (as stated in the new curriculum) if there is no one at home to
support them” (A-Observ./MP 39).

Noura believes that parents do not spend time teaching their children
basic social skills: “We find problems with the parents... like the student
that has behavioural problems, or discipline problems, and there are
students who would not listen no matter how many times I repeat the
remark ... we ask some parents to come to school to discuss their child’s
problems but they never turn up...they send excuses like they are busy or
some other excuse and sometimes we do not see them all the year... we
have many cases like this. If you ask me how is this affecting the
implementation of the new curriculum, I would explain that most of the
activities in the new curriculum need students who have self-control and
discipline, and the majority of our students are not brought up on
discipline in their homes... If the parents are not disciplined enough to
come to the meetings, how are the children going to behave in a group
activity, or in a drama activity” (A-Observ./MP 47).

Taghreed feels that she has to make sure that the students can read every
word in the lesson before they go home: “We go back to reading... no
matter how much they tell me that I do not have to teach them reading I
Seel that it is important that I do so... imagine if they go home and they
can not read a word or a phrase... their parents will read it to them in a
wrong way and then it will become very difficult to “unteach” the student
the wrong pronunciation ...especially in science... there are a lot of new
words and the child does not see them in other classes, so I need to make
sure that they learn it in my class” (D-Video/MP 51).
In these quotations teachers explain that the students’ parents, or social
environment, create an obstacle for using the new approach to teaching. Again
the teachers regard their input as the main source of student learning and other
sources of social interaction which could lead to learning are undermined or

marginalized.

6.4 The Researcher’s Conceptual Change Process

In this section I will describe the changes that my belief system went through:
how I changed my perception of the way teachers learn in the Lebanese
educational system and how far this learning will lead to changes in classroom
practices in the context of the Lebanese primary school. To help me understand
this process and to explain it with as much clarity as possible, I will be using the

Gregoire’s (2003) Cognitive Affective Model of Conceptual Change as a
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guideline in the following sections (refer to Appendix G for the flow chart of the

model).

As I explained in the Methodology chapter, the school principals where this
study was conducted had shown interest in my research, and I was invited to
their schools to recruit volunteering teachers to participate. In schools A and B,
the public schools, the school principals invited all the English language teachers
to a meeting and introduced me briefly then added something in the effect of
“she is doing research for her PhD and this year she will be helping us in the
English department”. This, I felt, conveyed a wrong message to the teachers;
since my role was somewhat seen as the “solver of problems”, a role that I
definitely had not intended to play. This introduction made it necessary for me to
stress during the rest of the meeting that the aim of the study is for the teachers to
devise a plan for improvement; I tried to make clear that I will not come up with
suggestions for change and that they will have to decide on the areas that they
would like to work on or develop. After this clarification, I introduced the study
and explained the proposed activities that the volunteering teachers would be
involved in. Then I asked the teachers if they would like to ask any questions; a
couple of minutes of silence passed before one teacher asked “How much time
would we be expected to give you?” So I explained the procedures of the study:
the initial interviews, the discussions after the classroom observations and the
video recording, and the general meetings. In both schools I felt that the teachers
were reluctant to volunteer, but it seems that the presence of the principles

“convinced” them to write their names on the volunteers’ list.

In school C, the process was less formal; I had worked with a number of teachers
in the school on a previous project, so the school principal felt that I could
explain to the teachers the research and what volunteering in the study would
entail. Accordingly, I visited the staff room during one of the breaks and had an
informal talk with the teachers; 7 teachers volunteered out of the 15 who were

there. I had a feeling that these teachers were “authentic” volunteers.

As mentioned in the earlier sections, dutring the initial interviews, the teachers

mainly saw their needs in the form of teaching aids, fewer children in the
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classroom, or less interference from their superiors, i.e. their needs were
described in terms of what “others™ could do to make their teaching better. There
was nearly no reference to their teaching practices or their approach to teaching
or even questioning of the approach of the new curriculum. Moreover, teachers
seemed to think of knowledge as simple and certain, and as being quickly
acquired by a learner from a knowledgeable authority; and that made me
question whether their epistemological beliefs were closer to the naive end on the
epistemological belief continuum (Schommer, 1995). Along with this, I also
questioned the ability of the teachers to engage in self-evaluation and higher

levels of reflection, let alone embarking on a process of conceptual change.

This questioning from my side, triggered my reflective thoughts on how teachers
think, what affects their thinking processes and most importantly how would they
become engaged in reflective thinking that can lead to change in behaviour.
These reflections were usually recorded in my analytical memos on which the

discussion in this section is based.

6.4.1 Using action research to help teachers develop their teaching practices:
The reform message in relation to my change process was reading about action
research, its process and its effect on teacher development. Initially I was
impressed by the underpinning principles of action research: democracy and
empowerment. Hence, I approached the research with much ‘positive appraisal’
of a new way to help teachers develop. The result was a ‘heuristic processing’ of
action research without ‘systematically processing’ the complexity of action
research and the multi-dimensionality of its implementation: the attributes of the
people involved, the influences of the social and the cultural contexts, and the
dynamics of the micro-politics of the educational system as whole. I yielded to
the new approach with ‘superficial belief change’; the theory of action research
was only assimilated by me at this stage and I truly thought that implementing
action research in the schools was going to be a straight forward process; after all
teachers know their contexts, their students, their subject matter; all that I would
have to do is trigger their reflective thoughts on what needs to be improved and
support them while they plan, implement, and evaluate the changes that they

decide on.
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After the initial set of interviews in phase one of the study, my process of
conceptual change was reset at start, I listened to the teacher interviews,
transcribed sections that I felt were related té reflection or to the reconnaissance
stage of action research, but there was very little that could be analyzed, so I
went back to the literature on action research and reread a big portion of it.
Looking back at what I was experiencing, and rereading my analytical memos, I
realize now that this was the time when I started to regard the message of action
research as ‘problematic’, and that is when I started to ‘appraise the situation as
stressful’ and there was a great deal of ‘corresponding anxiety’. I wrote in my
memos:

“Will this work in our educational system? Will the teachers actually
evaluate themselves? They seem overwhelmed by how others are
evaluating them; how can they evaluate themselves when they are always
trying to justify to others what they are doing in their classes and outside
their classes? Maybe this study will never get anywhere and all the data 1
get will be restatements of how unfair the system is or how inadequate the
books arel!”

Teacher reflection was my concern at the initial phases of the study and,
accordingly, it was the main source of anxiety. If reflection is defined as the
“dialectical process that looks inward at our thoughts and outward at the situation
in which we find ourselves.... it is thus meta-thinking (thinking about thinking)
in which we consider the relationship between our thoughts and our actions in a
particular context” (Shkedi, 2000), teachers were not questioning their thoughts
nor their action, at least not explicitly; they were mainly engaging in describing
what they thought was wrong in the context that they were teaching in, with
nearly no reference to how they were thinking about implementing the new
curriculum or about whether their practices in the classroom were in line with
what the new approach suggests, let alone whether their teaching methods were
leading to effective student learning. The following quotation from my memos is
an example of my attempts to make sense of the data collected by that stage:

“While listening to the teachers’ interviews, I am finding it very difficult
to identify reflective thoughis. It is either that my analytical skills are not
refined enough to be able to detect reflection, or that there is really no
reflective thought. In reference to Sparks-Langer et el.’s (1990)
Framework for Reflective Pedagogical Thinking, teachers could be
considered to be describing what is going on in their classrooms through
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simple layperson language with no use of appropriate terms to label
events, but at the same time, they seem to be using tradition and personal
preference to explain their actions in the class. Therefore, although
teachers are not at level two of the frame work, there is indication of
level-three reflection. Is this logical? Or is the framework not applicable
in this context?”

6.4.2 Sources of motivation to continue with action research: Gregoire (2003)
explains that “our resources for coping” (p. 167) affects the way we deal with a
stressful situation and resources are both: personal, our efficacy beliefs and
knowledge, and situational, the available time and support from others. These
help us to perceive a problematic situation as either challenging or threatening. If
the situation is perceived as threatening then the subsequent behaviour is

avoidance, otherwise the message will be processed systematically.

I had not really experimented with action research, but I had read about it and
had been impressed with the many research reports related to it. So my
knowledge was mainly theoretical and that is where my self-efficacy played a
bigger role in motivating me to carry on with the plan for the research; although
there were times when I considered going back to the drawing board and there
were times when [ started to seek alternative ways to purse the research, but the
action research approach Was still the most plausible, if at the same time the most
challenging. Therefore, my belief that action research will eventually lead to
sustainable change in teaching practices was the main motivating force that
helped me to persevere through the study. I wrote in my memos:

“This approach (action research) makes sense but it needs time
and commitment. There might be other alternatives that will be
easier to document and analyze, but still action research seems
most plausible because it is teacher directed and teacher
monitored, if they are expected to make the reform work then they
have to be allowed the time they need fo process if, experiment
with it and adapt it to their styles and approaches. If teachers do
not go through this process then superficial applications of
teaching techniques will be the most likely result.”

According to Bandura (1997) prior mastery experiences are the strongest
influence on teacher self-efficacy, however, that did not apply in my case. It was
the belief that every person (given adequate time and support) can learn and

change that was my driving force. Of course, learning and change take place in
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different degrees but change is inevitable. Another major source of efficacy was
vicarious experience; action research had led to results in other research (Gough
& Sharpley, 2005; Gravett, 2004; Haggarty & Postlethwaite, 2003; Jaworski,
1998, Stuart et al, 1997) then it must lead to some kind of change in this study.
Another conviction that helped me to persevere with an action research approach
was a result of my experience with the workshop approach to teacher training. I
had attended many with a number of my colleagues but the influence of what
was presented on our classroom practices was minimal; a common feeling was
that the ideas are great but we can not apply them in our classrooms; again an

indication of superficial learning or assimilation rather than accommeodation.

It was my ability in implementing action research that I was questioning most
frequently, yet I believed that we had a whole academic year (from September to
May) to go through the process, and I had enough support from the research
department at the university; there were other researchers who had had
experience with action research and there were ample resources that I could refer
to when I needed to. The result was that I approached the research with a
“challenge appraisal” and this led to the next step: systematically processing

action research.

6.4.3 Systematically processing action research: According to Eagly and
Chaiken (1993) systematic processing is “a comprehensive, analytic orientation
in which perceivers access and scrutinize all informational input for its relevance
and importance to their judgemental task, and integrate all useful information in
forming their judgement” (p. 212). Looking back at my memos, I realize now
that what [ was engaged in was similar to the process described in the above

quotation.

During my visits to the three schools over a period of 9 months, [ was formally
and informally collecting information about the teachers, the students, and the
school; and simultaneously, | was reading about literature related to my research.
These were my sources of input, and at each stage my analysis was focused on
certain aspects or areas, depending on the issues that I perceived as problematic

at that stage. For example, after the second round of interviews, i.e. after
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discussing the notes that I took during my visits to the teachers’ classes, I wrote

in my memos:

“For the past three weeks, I have been observing teachers in their
classrooms and meeting with them to discuss their classroom practices.
The majority of the teachers’ first question affer I visited their classes
was: What do you think? How did you find the class? This proved very
awkward for me. After reading Kottkamp's (1990) article, I decided not
fo give teachers any prescriptive feedback; no evaluation, neither positive
nor negative. But the way the teachers reacted to my refusal to engage in
evaluation was heartbreaking at times; some of them just went quiet and 1
felt as if they were thinking that I found something wrong or that I had
some negative feedback, but I was reluctant to share my thoughts. I
always replied that it does not matter what I think, the important thing is
what they thought, but they did not seem to understand my reaction;
maybe this is because their classes are only visited for evaluation, either
by the inspector or by the coordinator. I realize that not being given
evaluative feedback will be difficult at first, but I think with every
interaction with them, they will realize that I REALLY do not think that
my evaluation is important, maybe then they will resort to self-evaluation
because they will feel safe to truly investigate their work and they will
take more responsibility for what they are doing. This might be related to
the issue of locus of evaluation; I need to investigate that further.”

Moreover, each stage of analysis generated propositions that informed the next
phase of the research. For example, during the first teacher meeting, I realized
that the teachers were not very welcoming to the idea of coming to meetings after
school hours, since it was not possible to meet during school hours because the
teachers had to come from different schools. To start with, only 7 out of the 12
teachers attended the meeting, the other five sent verbal excuses with their
colleagues; 4 teachers arrived about 15 minutes late and each had an explanation:
delays due to transportation or due to attending to some aspect of their work that
they did not have time to attend to during the day. Moreover, during the meeting
the teachers seemed preoccupied and some expressed that they would have to
leave early because they had other matters to attend to, such as picking up their
children from school. These factors influenced the mood of the meeting and the
teachers in general did not participate. This led to an initial change in the

research plan. The following is an example of entries in my memos that

demonstrate my concerns at that stage:




“The first general meeting was not as successful as I had
anticipated. The teachers in general did not share in the
discussion; at some stage in the meeting, I felt I was doing all the
talking, it seemed as if I was lecturing. Teachers seemed
preoccupied with other matters: their children, their corrections,
their shopping...I realize that discussion is very important for
reflective thinking, but in this atmosphere how are teachers going
to reflect? Reflection is a demanding process that needs effort and
concentration, but if teachers are not willing to share in a
discussion, this will be a waste of time. Moreover, if action
research is based on the principles of democracy and
- empowerment, how democratic is it to ask teachers to engage in
something that they do not want to do, or to participate in
meetings which they regard as a burden rather than a learning
opportunity. I will have to discuss the issue of general meetings
openly with the teachers and find an alternative if the majority
express that they are unwilling to attend them.”
On my subsequent visits to the schools, I opened the subject of general meetings;
teachers were, in general, not very welcoming to the idea. They found it as an
extra activity over and above their daily tasks, So we decided that in each school,
I would schedule a meeting during one of the breaks and meet with whomever is
available; for me that was the closest I could arrange to group discussion. Again
these meetings were not very fruitful. Teachers were distracted by what was
going on in their classes: students not doing their homework, students
misbehaving and other similar issues that teachers encounter in schools. I tried to
bring focus to the meetings by asking questions related to the topics that were on
their minds but again the conversations usually diverged into other areas and the
focus was lost. For me the meetings were useful because they helped me to see
the teachers in their other roles; colleagues, friends, mothers, daughters,
depending on what was being discussed. However, some teachers seemed to
want to discuss personal matters that are related to their work in the school, such
as their relationship with the coordinators or with the administration. Safa asked
me if she could have a word with me in private and when we were alone she
explained her problem with the administration. This is what I wrote in my

memos that afternoon:

“Today Safa tried to explain to me that she is facing problems with the
school principle, Wadad. It seems that they were friends before Wadad
became the principle and Safa is finding the new situation difficult to deal
with. She said that she does not expect any special treatment from the
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administration but she also did not expect to be handed a “warning”
letter because she did not attend the end of year school exhibition. Since 1
do not know the other side of the story, I tried to listen only. The only
questions I asked were about how she felt and what she plans to do about
this. This might be a minor detail but it made me realize how
disempowered some of these teachers feel. The literature is clear about
teacher empowerment and its effect on teachers’ performance in schools,
but how far can an outsider help teachers to become empowered if the
whole system works against it? Feedback is only evaluative and all
decisions are made in a top-down approach. How can conceptual change
take place in a context where different factors work against the
development of teachers’ self-efficacy? How far is change possible?”

This conversation and similar ones opened up a new area for investigation:
teacher empowerment and its importance in relation to development. The
literature on teacher empowerment seemed to share the underpinning principles
of action research. According to Short (1994) empowerment is “a process
whereby school participants develop the competence to take charge of their own
growth and resolve their .own problems” (p. 1). If teachers are expected to define
their problems and devise plans for improvement then they need to have the
necessary skills and they need to operate in a conducive atmosphere.
Empowerment seems to be an integral part of action research and action research
would not succeed in improving practice if teachers are not empowered; at the
same time action research is regarded as a tool for teacher empowerment
(Henson 2001); this is especially true of emancipatory action research which

seems to be the ultimate aim of all advocates of action research.

The investigation of teacher empowerment, however, opened up a new
dimension in the study; namely the impact of the schoo!l culture on action
research. As mentioned above teacher empowerment is both an aim and an
ingredient of action research; therefore, what is necessary for one is necessary for
- the other, In her article, Short (1994) outlines six dimensions for teacher
empowerment: “Involvement in decision making, teacher impact, teacher status,
autonomy, opportunities for professional development, and teacher self-efficacy”
(p. 2). From the data collected, it appeared that teachers worked in environments
that did not provide the necessary conditions for empowerment. Teachers were
expected to follow the orders of their superiors with little involvement in

decision making and decision taking. They felt under appreciated due to the
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excess of evaluative feedback and to the rarity of encouragement. They
questioned their ability to impact students’ achievement and at times decided to
give up on some students too early. These are some examples of how teachers

see their role with slow learners:

Rudayna tries to help them at the beginning but seems to give up on them
early in the year: “With these students I try at the beginning of the year, I
try a little but when I am sure that they can not learn I give up and fo tell
you the truth I ignore them, because I will then have a group that is
learning well with me and these weak kids still have not learnt anything.
And I'really have no time for them, if I waste time on them then this will
be at the cost of other kids ” (A-Observ./ MP 44).

Dolli feels that she is not equipped with the necessary skills to help
students with special needs: “Af the beginning of the year I try with all
the kids, but with the difficult cases I do not know how to teach them or
how to make them learn. If somebody can come and solve this problem, I
will be more than happy” (D-Video/ MP 60).

Although Munifa expresses how sorry she feels for them, she explains
that she does not have the time or the skills to be able to help them: “/
mean one should try... I really feel sorry for them; they come in and they
stay all year in class and they do not learn anything. I really feel sorry for
them, I can not teach them and I do not know how. I have very little time,
so I really have no time to check on the child that has not learnt anything,
So if we can find someone that would take care of these kids then this
might help... we have in each class two or three kids like that” (A-
Observ./ MP 41).

These examples reflect how teachers perceive their impact on students’ learning.
They easily accept the fact that they can not help these students and as a result
look for ways to absolve themselves from their responsibilities. Teachers’
comments divulge their belief that they cannot help slow learners and this affects

their levels of perseverance with them.

Moreover, teachers’ perception of their jobs and themselves seems to be
influenced by many factors in their work environment. Meagre salaries, poor
working conditions, and a highly authoritative management are some examples
of the factors that cause teachers to feel unimportant and left out, especially when
it came to critical decisions that affect their life and work at school. Accordingly,

teachers seem to lose their sense of pride in their job and their commitment to the
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profession as a whole. It is this attitude that can be detrimental to reflection and

action (James, 1996).

The above analysis highlighted the importance of working with teachers in a way
that would help them to regain their belief in themselves and in their ability to
impact students’ learning, yet I was aware that my role in this area is very limited
due to time constraints and due to the lack of influence that I have on the
disempowering factors. However, being aware of the problem guided me in the
decision making process through the study. To start with, researchers agree that
knowledge and professional growth are empowering factors (Short, 1994), so
during one of our coffee breaks, I asked a group of teachers if there is a particular
topic that they would like to explore further and the majority agreed that they

would like to learn about group work; this was phase 5 of the study.

Phase 6 of the study, the peer observation phase, was also informed by the above
analysis of teacher empowerment and its importance to professional growth. A
group of teachers expressed that they would appreciate some feedback on their
practices in their classrooms. This seemed as an opportunity to “put teachers in
the driver’s seat”, so I suggested that they visit each others’ classes and give feed
back to one another. The exercise not only proved useful in developing reflection,
but also in providing an opportunity for teachers to recognize each others’ work
and to highlight areas of competence that tend to be taken for granted. The
following are examples of teachers’ feedback which could be effective in
developing teachers’ capacity to support one another in a context that lacks the

attributes of empowerment:

“I have only known Sereen as colleague outside the class, visiting her
class has made me realize things about her personality that I had not
known before. She is well organized and she is both friendly and firm
with the students. She makes sure that everyone follows the rules in her
class with out resorting to shouting and raising her voice. I have learns a
Jfew things from her. First, if a student says something in Arabic she asks
him/her to say it again in English; this is a good way to help them
develop their fluency. Then the way she presented the lesson was very
interesting. She started by hanging a poster on the wall; then students
engaged in a series of activities about and around the lesson,; and then, at
the end she asked them to open their books and read the lessons. She
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made sure that they were well prepared before they started reading. Very
nice...” (Peer Observ./ 1A).

“Hiba is very calm in class, I like that. She keeps revising previously
taught concepts in new ways; this gives a chance for students who had
missed on something to catch up without causing boredom to the other
students. 1 really like the way she manages her class; she actually found
time to make sure that every student had a chance to go to the board and
solve a problem; they love going to the board. I do not do that in my class,
after seeing in Hiba’s class how much students enjoyed writing on the
board, I am trying my best to make opportunities for my students to write

on the board.... They really enjoy it; I had not realized that before” (Peer
Observ./ 1B).

“I thought that Safa was really brave to take her students to the school
garden and give them the class there. This class is known for being
overactive and very difficult to manage, but she was able to get their
attention all the time even in the school garden” (Peer Observ./ 2A).

“I felt that Noura is very active in class; by going around and checking

on students’ work she was able to actually spend a few minutes with

every student. What I really liked was the way she frequently assessed

students’ learning; I felt that it is very important, this way the teacher

will know if they have learnt the concept before she moves on to the next
| one. She also has excellent antennas; she was aware of who was paying
attention and who was not” (Peer Observ./ 3A).

“I'was impressed by the way Mona’s students spoke English; they spoke
English all the time; I need to make sure that my students do that too. 1
think it is because she takes her time to listen to them; for example, she
asked them what they did over the weekend and then she follows up with
them to explain further. I was really impressed” (Peer Observ./ 3B).
The above discussion represents examples of my processing of what I perceived
as critical input. I felt at times that the daily events and the data that I collected
from these events were directing me to my next set of questioning and
investigation. There were issues that [ had not thought about originally, but the
interactions with the teachers guided my search for alternative routes to pursue
answers to my research questions and drew my attention to conditions or factors
which are crucial for teacher professional development and which I had not
considered while planning for the research. Although, this resulted in
diversifying to other areas at times, it also helped in enriching my thinking
processes and analysis which was a necessity for appreciating the complexity of

action research.

177




6.4.4 Accommodation of action research: I believe that going through the
process of implementing action research has made me realize that this approach
to teacher development is time consuming, highly complex and difficult to

document in terms of results.

This was not clear in the early phases of the study. During the planning phase of
the study, action research seemed to be quite promising for teacher development,
but after implementing action research in the context of the Lebanese educational
system, it became clearer that there seems to be many aspects that the theoretical
presentations of action research do not explicitly explain or that they cannot be
fully comprehended by an inexperienced researcher. However, the flexibility of
this model allows for the systematic processing of unanticipated aspects and
allows for rethinking the original plan and for introducing changes which could
aid in progressing through the phases of the study. Accordingly, the action
research model has proven to have the necessary resilience that allows for the
consideration of the particularities of a certain context; hence making it a
research approach that fosters learning and development in the areas that seem

most crucial for the participants.

Moreover, action research allows the participants the necessary time and
opportunity to explore one concept before moving to another; this ensures deep
learning through a process of conceptual change as opposed to superficial

learning that is characteristic of the top-down approaches to teacher development.

Although, as discussed above, it is very difficult to implement action research in
a context where teachers are disempowered, this kind of research seems a
necessity to help teachers acquire both academic and social skills that would lead
to higher levels of self-efficacy resulting in higher degrees of professionalism

which is a necessity for effective practice.

For all of the above perceived attributes of action research, it seems that it is an
efficient and effective model for teacher development, even if it is complex and

demanding to implement. Teaching is a multidimensional task and accordingly
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developing teaching practices cannot be a linear process, but a diverse and a

complex one.

6.5 Conclusion

According to action research, the first phase in the process of teacher
development is to understand their context, what they are teaching, how they are
teaching, and why they are teaching. This chapter relates mainly to this phase in
this study’s action research and it reveals how the teachers understand their role
in the context of a national educational reform. However, before teachers can
introduce changes to their teaching practices they need to go through a process of
conceptual change which has reflection at its heart. Therefore, teachers need to
develop reflective skills that will enable them to investigate the different
dimensions of their job; for example, themselves as teachers, their students and
their characteristics, the educational system with its hierarchal structure, the

curriculum and its underlying principles.

In an educational system that is highly authoritative and that does not adopt a
reflective approach to decision making and decision taking, teachers need much
time and opportunity to develop the necessary skills and efficacy that will allow
them to engage in the above described investigation. These ideas will be
discussed in more detail in the next chapter. It is this time and opportunity for
development that needs to be at the heart of any educational reform that could
lead to development in teaching practices and eventually to improvement in

student learning.

179




CHAPTER 7
CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

7.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I will pull all the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together to make
sense of all that has been discussed and analysed up to now. I will start by
restating the key aims of the research and link these aims to the main findings. I
will also discuss in more detail the use of action research to foster professional
development among primary school teachers in Lebanon and reflect on the role
of the facilitator in this context and on what I, as a researcher, have learnt from
this study and how this learning affects my understanding of teacher professional

development and its future in Lebanon.

Then I will discuss the implications that the findings of this study have for
teacher professional development, for educational authorities and policy makers

and for action research in the field of teacher education.

In the last two sections of this chapter, I will outline limiting factors that had an
impact on the success of the study and then suggest platforms for future research

that could be pursued.

7.2 Pulling the Pieces Together

As mentioned in former chapters, this study was triggered by a belief that it is the
teachers who have the most significant role to play in helping students to develop
both academically and socially, and since any reform plan in education aims at
improvement in students’ academic and social achievement, then it is the
teachers who can play the major role in achieving these aims. This belief has
been confirmed by the researchers in the fields of professional development and
educational reform (Davies, 1996; Fullan, 2000; Hargreaves, 2000; Hopkins and
Levin, 2000; Riley, 2000).

Therefore, since teachers have such a powerful role in improving education and
its outcomes, then it is essential to investigate the most effective and efficient

ways and methods that would help teachers to understand innovations introduced
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and to persevere through the demanding process of learning for sustainable
change. This process could be both demanding and distressing, especially that it
needs to take place along side the teachers’ overloaded daily routines.
Furthermore, if the context of reform is an educational system that is both
authoritative and disempowering to teachers, then the challenge for teachers and

for the advocates of change is even larger and more complex.

The data collected and analysed through this study confirmed that teachers in
primary schools in Lebanon had not had the time or the opportunity to go
through a process of learning that would lead to change in classroom practices.
Teachers explained the innovations introduced by the reform in terms of teaching
methods and teaching activities with virtually no reference to the theories of
learning that inform these innovations and the result was confusion and
frustration. This brings into question the relationship between knowledge and
reflection. According to Shulman (1986), to be able to reflect, teachers need to be
equipped with knowledge that is related to the content of their subject matter as
well as to the pedagogy of that subject matter. This knowledge gives teachers the
freedom, or the opportunity, to reflect. Shulman states that knowledge guarantees
“...the flexibility to judge, to weigh alternatives, to reason about ends and means,
and then to act while reflecting upon one’s actions” (p.13). Hence a lack of
knowledge led to a lack of opportunity for reflection and this in turn led teachers
to resort to teaching approaches that were not very different from the ones they
had experienced as students. A perfect example of this is teachers’ dissatisfaction
with the new teaching techniques introduced, such as spelling and silent reading,
which according to reform planners are meant to develop students’ analysis and
critical thinking skills, as opposed to memorization and rote learning. However,
teachers’ lack of awareness of this perspective has led them to resort to teaching
techniques that are based on memorization such as asking students to rehearse
paragraphs for dictation and to memorize grammatical rules through drilling

exercises.

Moreover, the analysis of the data collected in this study reflects the fact that
teachers in general state that the curriculum’s content is closer to students’ needs

and interests and that it is presented in a way that involves students and that
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encourages them to participate in the learning process through classroom
activities, rather than being passive recipients of what teachers present as
knowledge. This statement is, however, contradicted when teachers explain the
difficulties that they are facing in implementing the curriculum. For example,
teachers in general state that group work is ineffective for learning and is a
source of disruption and even chaos in the classroom, even though it is one of the
main aims of the new curriculum to introduce diverse teaching methodologies
into classrooms with an emphasis on cooperative learning. It could be concluded
here that although teachers feel that the new curriculum is better than the old one,
they find it difficult to implement. This could be related to their lack of
experience with the approach of the new curriculum, which was not provided for
neither through the workshops that they had attended nor through their
interaction with their coordinators and the local authority inspectors, who,
theoretically speaking, have the responsibility of facilitating the implementation

of the new curriculum.

Moreover, the data collected lacks any reference from teachers on their
responsibility to address the student as a whole taking into account the emotional
and the social needs, an aim that is explicitly stated in the new curriculum.
Teachers still seem to be overemphasizing students’ academic needs at the
expense of all other needs and this is justified by the lack of necessary time
needed to cover all the material included in the curriculum’s syllabus. Teachers
explain that they do not have enough time to teach students all the lessons in
their textbooks and this leads to ignoring students’ other needs especially the

needs of slow learners.

Therefore, although the new curriculum, which is based on the theory of social
constructivism, aims to introduce innovations to the teaching-learning process
with an emphasis on enriching the learning environment with experiential
learning, as opposed to theoretical learning, and on student-centred learning, as
opposed to teacher-dominated teaching, the majority of the teachers in this study
still seem to adhere to the traditional model of teaching and learning even though
they are committed to teaching the new content introduced by the new

curriculum. Here it becomes imperative to question the legitimacy of investing a
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substantial amount of the limited resources of the country in a reform plan that
did not lead to any substantial change. A country which is in dire need to rebuild
and re-establish itself after 20 years of civil war that rendered it fragile in all

domains: the social, the economical and the political.

However, one of the most interesting paradoxes revealed by the analysis of the
data collected is related to the stated aim of the new curriculum to approach
education in a manner that would foster principles of free expression and
democracy, as opposed to authoritarian principles. Teachers who participated in
this study recurringly express their frustration with the over evaluative approach
of their superiors, such as the local authority inspectors, the subject coordinators
and the school administrators. Their description of their relationship with these
personnel reflects a high level of disempowerment and anxiety and seems to
depict their work environment as unsafe for risk taking or for experimenting with
alternative methods of teaching. The result is a context that fosters adherence to
authority and that acts as an obstacle to the development of critical thinking. This
raises the question of: how can teachers foster principles of free expression and
democracy in their classrooms while they are working in a system that it

characterised by authoritarianism and lack of freedom of expression?

Since it was one of the aims of this study to investigate ways that would help
teachers to develop their reflective thinking in the context of changes introduced
by the new curriculum, later phases were designed to involve teachers in what
the literature describes as activities that foster reflection (Kottkamp, 1990).
Although, to start with, teachers’ comments lacked reflection that could be
identified as technical, practical or critical, eventually, teachers’ reflections
developed and there were incidents of reflection at the technical and the practical
levels (Van Manen, 1977); teachers started to question their classroom practices
and to question these practices’ impact on students’ learning. Another way to
describe this development could be done according to the Framework for
Reflective Pedagogical Thinking (Sparks-Langer, Simmons, Pasch, Colton and
Starko, 1990). As discussed in chapter 4, the framework distinguishes among
seven levels of reflection, where level 1 is the lowest with no description

provided and level 7 is reflection that includes explanations with moral, ethical
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or political issues. In the initial phases of this research, teachers expressed their
concerns in simple, lay persons’ terms, but eventually the majority of the
teachers started to explain their difficulties and their concerns in relation to
tradition or to their personal preference, i.e. teachers’ reflections showed a

development from level 2 to level 4 according to the framework.

This development in reflective thought could be considered as minimal, but, at
the same time, any development could be regarded as an indication that even in
highly authoritarian educational systems, where teachers regard themselves as
technicians rather than professionals, there are ways that could help teachers to
develop their reflective and self-evaluative skills. However, whether this
development is a result of the accumulative effect of the activities or whether it is
a result of a specific kind of activity, i.e. a result of theory based reflection and

peer observation, is yet to be investigated.

7.3 Using Action Research and Professional Development in Lebanon

After the above summary of the general findings of this study, it is important to
discuss in more detail the use of action research to foster professional
development among primary school teachers in Lebanon. This will add a layer of
understanding to the issues related to using this approach and to the barriers that

are to be expected in the Lebanese context and in similar contexts.

As mentioned earlier, a major assumption underpinning this study was that
teachers needed to go through a process of conceptual change before they could
implement the new curriculum as it is intended to be and before they could
develop the teaching practices that would allow for this implementation.
Furthermore, action research seemed to integrate a number of aspects which
could allow for this process of change. These aspects include developing
understanding of existing practices with their underpinning beliefs and
conceptions, reflecting on practice, relating reflection to action and developing
teachers’ belief in themselves and their ability to effect change in their practices

and in their educational contexts.
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However, implementing action research in this specific context was not as
straight forward as it had seemed to be at the outset and there were major barriers
that hindered its progress. Accordingly, in the process of conducting this research
I have been able to develop a number of insights as to how to introduce action
research in the Lebanese educational context and my interactions with the
teachers helped me to adopt a new perspective on action research and teacher ‘

development that took into account their perspectives.

To begin with, action research presupposes that teachers reflect or think critically.
This presupposition could be due to the fact that reflective approaches —a major
component of action research- are rooted in the Western culture and this has led
some researchers who have implemented action research projects in developing
countries to question the appropriateness of these approaches in their research
contexts (O’Sullivan, 2002). However, I still believe in reflective practice as a
major avenue for professional develorpment and sustainable change, but, at the
same time, given the context of this research, I now question the effectiveness of
a limited experience with a few interviews and reflection activities on equipping
teachers with thinking skills that are necessary for further inquiry into their

practices.

In the Lebanese context, and in similar contexts, it would seem more effective to
start with a focused process of action and reflection before embarking on a full-
fledged action research project. For example, teachers could start with a selected
incident or event from a classroom and then be encouraged to probe it
extensively and to look at it from different perspectives. This kind of exercise
will not only provide for practice in critical analysis, but also for practicing with
analysing vignettes from classrooms of teachers whom they do not know which
is a condition necessary to reduce the emotional and social pressures that are
present when analysing one’s own class or a colleague’s class. Therefore,
initially, reflection could be practices in an impersonal arena to aid teachers to
focus on their thinking processes without being threatened by interpersonal and

intrapersonal issues.
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Another area that needs to be addressed more explicitly before implementing an
action research project in the Lebanese context would be the area of teachers’
research skills. While teachers in Western countries are required to go through
teacher training courses, such as the PGCE in the United Kingdom, teachers in

Lebanon are only required to have a degree in the subject area that they teach.

Although one might argue that not all teachers in Western countries acquire
research skills from teacher training courses, in general, there is a teaching
culture that tends to be more research oriented and the effort needed to develop
research skills among these teachers is probably less than the effort needed to
develop such skills among teachers in a Lebanese context. Therefore, it would
seem crucial to integrate in the design of an action research study steps that
would also allow for the development of teachers’ research skills. An example of
this is presented in Responding to Student Diversity Teacher’s Handbook
(Bartolo, Janik, Janikova, Hofsass, Koinzer, Vilkiene, Calleja, Cefai, Cheteuti,
Ale, Mol Lous, Wetso, and Humphrey, 2007) which is a resource that provides
materials such as reading excerpts, video clips and activities which could aid the

teacher in developing his/her reflective practice and action research skills.

Another major area that needs to be addressed in the design and the
implementation of an action research project in the Lebanese context is the social
and political context in which it is taking place. As mentioned earlier, the
educational system in Lebanon is characterised by an inflexible hierarchy and an
authoritarian structure; this could form a major challenge for the implementation

of action research which is based on the values of egalitarianism and democracy.

This kind of social and political context could affect both the teachers’ ability to
reflect and their ability to take action that is guided by their reflection. When
teachers work in cultures that reinforce adherence and ‘punish’ actions which
appear to challenge one’s superiors then teachers become more reluctant to
question the different aspects of their contexts and find it easier to follow
instructions. This reduces the possibility for teachers to develop their reflective
thinking in the natural way in which it is supposed to develop. Again, this adds

another reason for integrating explicit exercises that aim at developing the
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teachers’ reflective thinking into the design of an action research project in this

context.

Moreover, if and when teachers develop their reflective thinking skills, another
issue that needs to be addressed is their ability to implement and experiment with
the suggested actions that resulted from their reflections. For example, in this
study teachers were initially reluctant to use cooperative learning activities
because these activities raise the level of noise in their classrooms and, as a result,
they are reprimanded by the floor supervisors and the school principals. Teachers
need a safe and supportive environment in which they are encouraged to think
freely and to experiment and take risks. Otherwise, there will be little chance for
the development of a reflection-action culture which is a necessity for the kind of

teacher development that is targeted by action research.

Therefore, it would also seem necessary to involve supervisors, subject
coordinators, school inspectors and principals from the initial stages of an acﬁon
research project. This will ensure that they get introduced to values of action
research and that they experience first hand the importance of a supportive and
safe environment for the development of reflective thinking and the action-
reflection cycles. Eventually, this would increase the chances for the emergence
of more egalitarian relationships among the ‘supervisors’ and their ‘subordinates’
and would ease the political pressures that work against the development of an

action research project.

7.3.1 Implications for the role of the facilitator: Furthermore, in the process of
carrying out this research, I became more aware that my extensive preparations
and professional judgements needed to be interrogated through systematic
critical reflection in order to facilitate the teachers’ reflective thinking and I
gradually became more aware that there can be no set rules for the role of the
facilitator but there could be some guidelines that govern it. The above
discussion of the need for prerequisite skills for teachers and for a conducive
social and political context dictated a rearrangement of the priorities of my role

in the implementation of an action research project in the I.ebanese context.
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According to Brown, Henry, Henry, and McTaggart (1988), there is a list of roles
that need to be played by the action research facilitator. These include being a
catalyst or a change agent, a critic of the process, a teacher of action research, a
group recorder, a source of personal support and a resource person. However, in
retrospect, I realise that at different phases of the study and in accordance with
the needs of the participants at a certain stage in the research process, the
facilitator needs to be more engaged in playing one role at the expense of the
other roles. This is especially true at the initial phases of the research when there

is a need to set the stage for the subsequent phases.

In the context of this study, my role as a facilitator was dominated by playing the
role of teacher of reflective thinking. I was mostly engaged in explaining the
rationale of the study, in planning for activities that would aid teachers thi'ough
the process of reflective thinking, in encouraging teachers to question their
classroom practices, and in probing the underlying assumptions which governed
these practices. Simultaneously, I acted in a supportive and encouraging manner
especially when the teachers were experiencing doubt and confusion about their
practices. Accordingly, I believe that in this context only when teachers acquire
the skills of reflective thinking can the facilitator play the role of working
through the cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting. Then when the
teachers gain experience in this kind of research process and acquire the
necessary skills for it, the researcher can assume the more implicit role of the
facilitator, i.e. the role of encouraging reflection, providing motivation and
support and taking responsibility for organisational matters. Therefore, the
facilitator here needs to play a more directive role in the initial stages of the

research and gradually recede into a more of a supportive role.

Embedded in this process of change in the facilitator’s role is the notion of
empowerment. Since the final aim of an action researcher is to empower teachers
and to aid them to become researchers of their own practice, then it is the
facilitator’s task to “(help) practitioners to get where they want to get, not (to get)
them to where the researchers think they should get to” (Kosmidou & Usher,
1991, p.28). This task is not easy to accomplish especially when the participating

teachers have little or no knowledge or experience in this area. Therefore, the
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facilitator needs to start by helping the teachers to acquire the necessary skills
and knowledge for their research and then to help them articulate where and what
they want to get to. Through this process the facilitator has the very difficult task
of gauging the degree of ‘directiveness’ of his/her intervention according to the
needs of the teachers. At the same time, the facilitator needs to be aware of the
final goal, the empowerment of the teachers, in order to check against slipping
into the role of the “person running the show”; otherwise, all efforts towards
participants’ empowerment will be futile. Therefore, facilitators in this context
need to be continuously engaged in a process of introspection and reflection
through a second-order research process; this will help the facilitator to gradually
reduce the power of differentials construed by the facilitatér-paﬁicipant
relationship and to build a more egalitarian partnership which are two necessary
conditions for enhancing the role of the teachers in the research process and in

their professional development leading to teacher empowerment.

Therefore, the facilitator also goes through a process of fundamental shift in
his/her beliefs, values and feelings about teacher development and through this
process there will be change in his/her practice which could lead to sustainable
change in the teachers’ practices. This is what Carr and Kemmis (1986, p.33)
refer to as praxis: “...informed action which, by reflection on its character and
consequences, reflexively changed the ‘knowledge-base’ which informs it”. In
the previous chapter, Chapter 6 (under the section of “The Researcher’s
Conceptual Change Process), I discuss in detail the thinking process that led to
changes in my belief system in relation to reflective thinking, action research and
teacher professional development. This process of action and reflection was
documented in my analytical memos and was the backbone of the second-order
action research. Here, [ examined my thinking in relation to facilitating an action
research project with teachers in primary schools in Lebanon and my main
concern was how my reflections affected my decision making process and my

process of learning and its effect on the outcome of the study.

7.3.2 Reflections on the role of the facilitator: Looking back at the process, I
now realise that my reflections developed from the technical, to the practical and

then to the critical. To start with my main concern was the strategies which I
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need to use in order to encourage teachers to question their practices. Then my
reflections were more focused on teachers’ developing their reflective skills in
order fo self-examine their practices. However, as the study progressed, I started
to interrogate the socio-political context and its influence on teachers’ reflective
thinking and professional development. As a result of this progression in
reflection, I gained insights that have led to a change in my understanding of
reflection and action research in particular and teacher professional development
in general. These insights can me categorized into threec main themes: the theme
of power in an action research project in Lebanon, the theme of my own
professional growth and development, and the theme of reflective practice in the

Lebanese educational context.

Theme (1), the issue of power: In relation to the issue of power in this research, it

is clear that the original impetus came not from the teachers themselves but from
outsiders (me, as the researcher, the new curriculum, advocates and
implementers of the educational reform) and since the participating teachers were
without any previous research experience, it was not possible for them to set their
own research questions (Somekh, 2006). Accordingly, my original plan was to
engage teachers in a process of self-understanding of their teaching practices
without identifying a specific question or set of questions which would be the
base of their research. | intended to engage teachers in a process of “progressive
focusing” as described by McCormick and James (1988) hoping that the

questions would emerge eventually.

A major concern for me from the outset of designing this research was that I
should be neither too structured nor too directive in my design and approach.
Both my academic and social backgrounds were regarded by me as a setback in
this area. I had an MA in Educational Psychology from one of the most
prestigious universities in Lebanon and I had worked for 15 years in what was
regarded as the most privileged school in the city in which I lived. The school
was owned by the Lebanese Prime Minister and was run by his sister who was
also a Member of Parliament and the Chairperson of the Committee for
Education in the Lebanese Parliament. Although this background is regarded by

many in my community as an advantage, in relation to this research and to my
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genuine desire to do research that was governed by the principles and values of
action research, I regarded it as a hindrance because the teachers saw me as an
expert with good connections. It is this perception that influenced many of my
decisions during the course of the study. Since it is one of the principles of action
research to keep the relationship between the researcher (the outsider) and the
participants (the insiders) an egalitariah one and because I believed that the
participating teachers were the most powerful and the most cognisant in relation
to the educational context and the changes being introduced, I refrained from
giving my opinion or giving feedback of any sort; in the spirit of action research,
I believed that if teachers were given the space, time and support they needed
they will be the ones to effect change in the schools. However, now, looking
back at the research process, I feel that maybe this attitude on my side might
have reduced the effectiveness of my role as a facilitator for change which might
be a factor in the lack of any major change in the participating teachers’

reflective practice.

Moreover, all through the process of the research I was aware that the way that
the participating teachers seé teaching and the way that I see teaching created
two images of teaching that were different. While I thought of teaching as a
profession, they regarded it as a technique and while my orientation was on the
process theirs was on the product. So the question that kept me in check all
through the process of the research was: How far is it possible for the teacher
educator or the facilitator to refrain from imposing his/her beliefs about teaching
and learning on the participants in a professional development project? And who
or what decides which beliefs about teaching and learning are more ‘worthy’, the
teacher or the teacher educator? More specifically, if 1, as a teacher educator,
believe in the constructivist approach (which is the underpinning principle of the
new curriculum) to learning, how fair is it for me to impose it on teachers who

have not had a chance to explore it or to experiment with it?

In spite of all this chaos and confusion on my part, I realise now that the process
was inherently an evolving one and in trying to create a collaborative atmosphere,
through out the research, I believe that I was neither a leader nor an authority

figure. Rather, I was a researcher, while simultaneously facilitating and
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participating in an action research experiencé. These distinctions were not always
entirely clear or easy to accomplish and, eventually, I realised that in reality the
research process was mainly led by the participating teachers’ needs and it was

their development that was setting the research agenda.

Theme (2), my professional growth and development: In addition to the issue of

power, a second theme emerged through the second-order action research: this
was my own professional growth and development. As mentioned earlier my
analytical memos showed a development in my level of reflection and since
writing in journals is one way for people to 'converse with themselves' (i.e. to
reflect on their practice) engaging in these memos created an especially powerful
means for exploring my beliefs, attitudes and perceptions of events. Since I
deliberately connected reflection to action, in an attempt to understand and effect
change, I experienced a shift in my own consciousness and a shift in my

questions and perspectives.

In the initial phases of the research, my role was 'technical' in nature (Elliott,
1993; Louden, 1992), mainly paying attention to the 'doing' of action research. In
time, my concerns began to shift from following the “rules” of action research, to
a combination of adopting and adapting from the theory of action research in a
way that most suited the context of my research. With the change in my
perspective on how to implement an action research project, there was also a
change in my perspective on my role in this project and, simultaneously, a

change in my assumptions, feelings, beliefs and actions.

Although I feel that I have learnt a great deal along this process, what I find most
interesting is the unanticipated and unplanned learning. I wanted to gain
knowledge in the area of teacher professional development and now I find that I
have learnt most about myself both as a teacher and as a teacher educator. As I
examine the process of research and its evolution, I realise that at the outset of
the study I had brought with me my previous experiences as a teacher receiving
training and as a teacher trainer. This experience was supplemented by my
readings and research on the theory and practice of action research which seemed

to provide an answer for all my frustrations during my previous experiences.
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Action research allowed teachers to go through a process of self-examination and
context investigation before setting goals for changé in a bottom-up approach.
This was an alternative approach that could deal with all the barriers which I had
faced and experienced in my career. It seemed to be the sought after alternative
that could provide for solutions of the problems of traditional teaching training
approaches and promised to be more effective than the imposed top-down
approach which was a source of dissatisfaction and disappointment. Accordingly,
now I understand how my perception of action research, as the answer to the
problems that I had been facing in my previous experience with teacher
professional development, could have been the main reason behind choosing it as

the framework for this research.

However, now I realize that every action research process is unique and every
research context is original and complex. It could be misleading to believe that
the researcher, no matter how much preparation he/she has gone through, can
anticipate all the problems and setbacks which will arise during the course of the
research. Accordingly, the researcher in an action research project needs to enter
with a mind frame characterized by openness and flexibility and be prepared to
revise the design of his/her research on a regular basis guided by an explicit and

extensive process of action and reflection.

Theme (3), reflective practice: The third theme that was identified from the

second order action research is the means by which I was learning about myself,
the particular research I was dealing with and action research in general.
Recording my thoughts and feelings helped to interrogate the research process,
the characteristics of the participants, and the different social and political
pressures that influence the educational context and, as a result, I was able to
reconstruct my understanding of action research in relation to the particular

context I was dealing with.

I prepared for and designed this research with somewhat naive enthusiasm and
with little attention to the specific characteristics of those involved in the
research and the educational context of the research. However, as the research

proceeded I became gradually aware of the needs and attributes of those involved
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and the characteristics of the context we were interacting in. [ became more
aware of the teachers’ backgrounds and experiences and what these implied in
the area of professional and personal needs. At the same time, [ became more
aware of the social and political structure in which the teachers were operating

and understood its influence on their perceptions and feelings.

Although I can not claim a full understanding of the teachers and the context they
are working in, I believe that through engaging in a process of thought and action,
which is governed by praxis which is “the practical implications of critical
thought, continuous interplay between doing something and revising our

thoughts about what ought to be done” (Noffke, 1995), I became more aware of
what the teachers were thinking and feeling and how their thoughts and feelings
were influenced by the educational structure. This awareness created a more

solid ground for my consequent actions and will be a source of reference for any

further research that I carry out on teacher professional development in Lebanon.

In this section, I have looked in detail at the issues related to using action
research to encourage teacher development in primary schools in Lebanon.
Given the uniqueness of the Lebanese educational system with the particular
characteristics of its teachers and the introduction of the new curriculum, [
believe that this research contributes to the field of teacher professional
development in Lebanon by providing a new approach to this area. I am not
aware of any research in Lebanon that has used such an approach and I think that
the findings and implications of this research provide a solid basis which could

be built on by future research in this area and with this approach.

7.4 Implications for Teacher Professional Development

This research mainly provides evidence for the inadequacy of educational change
that does not incorporate within its plan a strategy for teacher development that
enhances teachers’ reflective practice and that works towards profound

conceptual change.

Since conceptual change is necessary to provide compatibility between the

teachers’ conceptions about learning and the principles of the reform introduced,
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teachers need to be engaged in a process that allows them to investigate their
conceptions, evaluate these conceptions’ effectiveness on student learning and
then autonomously decide on areas that need revision and that ultimately need to
be changed. This approach to teacher development cannot be achieved through
piecemeal workshops and training session. Teachers need to be given the time
and the opportunity to go through this process and to arrive at new convictions in
relation to teaching and learning; this might increase the chances for teachers’

commitment to change.

Therefore, schools and educational authorities that want to ensure the
development of teaching practices need to place teacher development through a
process of conceptual change at the top of their priority list (Berkey et al., 1990).
Moreover, since this process needs time and effort from all parties involved in
the educational system, teachers need to be redirected in setting their priorities
too. They need to be encouraged to give equal importance to the demands of
daily routines and to their personal and professional development. This could be
done through fostering a culture that gives equal value to being efficient in terms
of correction and preparation and to investing time and effort in investigating
theories of learning and experimenting with alternative teaching practices
(Sparks- Langer et al., 1990; Stone, 1994). More specifically this could be done
through integrating explicit opportunities for reflection into the school day with
opportunities that allow for regular discussions on teaching and learning issues

with colleagues (Muijs & Harris, 2006).

This approach to educational improvement and development will also yield
results in developing teachers’ self-efficacy and teacher empowerment.
Knowledge and reflective practice can contribute to teachers’ belief in
themselves and in their ability to impact students’ learning (Ashton and Webb,
1986; Bandura, 1997, Brookfield, 1995; Halliday, 1998; Schon, 1987).

Moreover, the above approach to professional development will yield better and
more efficient results if it is supported by a trustful and safe environment. Since
reflective practice involves exposing ones thoughts and anxieties, this could lead

to feelings of vulnerability. In order to try to help teachers to overcome these
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feelings and to persevere through a process of conceptual change, they need to be
supported by an environment that is characterised by collegiality and trust

(Colton and Sparks-Langer, 1993; Day, 1998; Hatton & Smith, 1994).

7.5 Implications for Educational Policy
To be able to provide the above conditions for teachers to develop and to create a
culture that nurtures collegiality and trust, schools and educational authorities

need to be supported and encouraged by the appropriate educational policy.

To start with, policy makers also need to go through a process of reprioritizing.
They need to recognize the important impact that teachers have on educational
reform. This recognition then needs to be translated into policy that encourages
teachers to engage in an ongoing process of professional development (Bogler &
Somech, 2004); this process could incorporate teacher evaluation and other
control schemes that'are necessary to ensure the development of the educational
system (Darling-Hammond, 1990, 1997). Therefore, teacher evaluation should
become a subcategory of teacher development rather than being used as an

instrument that threatens teachers and creates an atmosphere of distrust.

Moreover, teachers need to be involved from the initial stages of policy
development. This is important for two reasons: first teachers are in daily contact
with students and their practical experience could prove to be very useful input
for the planners of reform and for the advocates of change; especially that
teachers can provide valuable insight on what students need to learn and how
students can learn best. Secondly, if teachers are involved from the initial stages
of the policy making process, they will be more likely to develop ownership for
the changes introduced and this in turn will lead to higher levels of commitment
on their side, a crucial factor for the success of reform (Hargreaves & Evans,

1997; McLaughlin, 1997).

Policy makers also need to recognize the importance of effective communication
among all parties involved in the educational system. Teachers need to be
listened to as much as they need to listen. If teachers are given the opportunity to

voice their concerns and if they feel that these concerns are taken into

196




consideration by the authorities, they will feel less marginalized and more
empowered. This will eventually lead to developing teachers’ sense of
professionalism and will impact their commitment to education and to the
educational system they belong to (Smit, 2005). A practical way to achieve this
is through encouraging teachers to get involved in research projects related to
their work and their contexts. Policy makers can devise rules and regulations that
both release teachers from less effective activities, such as routine meetings and
mundane paperwork, and encourage them to engage in activities that would
develop their research related skills, such as participating in teacher-researcher
working parties, and in training in the use of research techniques for data
collection and data analysis (McKernan, 1991). This will equip teachers with
skills that will allow them to engage in a rigorous examination of their practices
in the light of alternative teaching practices and, accordingly, help them to make

informed decisions that could lead to more effective and sustainable change.

Another important area for policy makers to consider is the development of
teacher status. According to Hargreaves (1994), reform planners give little
attention not only to teachers’ affective and cognitive needs, but also to the
cultural and socio-economic conditions under which they work. Teachers need to
be feel that their work is valued and that they are worthy of respect and trust in
order to develop their professional efficacy which in turn will reflect on their
achieving, maintaining and improving their effectiveness (Day et al. 2006).
Policy makers, therefore, not only need to provide opportunities for teachers to
develop professionally, to have a voice and to belong to professional
communities, they also need to enhance teachers’ economic status through a
thorough revision of teachers’ salaries, promotion scales and other privileges.
This would help teachers to develop pride for their careers and to feel
appreciated and, at the same time, could reduce some of the tension that teachers

have to deal with on a daily basis.

7.6 Implications for Research in Teacher Professional Development
The literature on teacher professional development clearly reflects a paradigm
shift in the field. There is now a common belief that teachers cannot change their

teaching practices through traditional methods, i.e. through direct instruction by

197




outsiders, but need to go through a process that involves them in defining and
shaping the problems of their practice (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Lieberman,
1995; Ponte, 2005). This shift has simultaneously influenced the approach to
research in the field of teacher professional development. Since teachers will not
change if they are told to change then there is a need to identify the most efficient
and effective ways that help teachers to go through a process of change;
moreover, since teaching, like learning, is a highly complex and individualistic
process, any approach that tries to decipher this process needs to account for its

complexity and particularity.

Today, there is growing belief that action research, in its different forms, is a
method that can help researchers to identify ways for more effective professional
development, since it allows for the integration of investigation and development
within a research process that takes into account the characteristics of a particular
teaching-learning context and that promises rigour and robustness.

However, for action research to arrive at its aspired goals there are certain
conditions that need to be present and certain obstacles that need to be overcome.
Although these conditions and obstacles have been discussed by researchers in
relation to educational contexts in the West (McKernan, 1991; Peters, 2004;
Ponte, 2002, 2005; Ponte, Ax, & Beijaard, 2004), they seem to apply in other less
democratic contexts, such as in developing countries, but with a need for

adjustments in priorities and emphasis.

To start with, since action research is a series of cycles of reflection and action,
teachers need to first develop their reflective skills before they can be expected to
engage in action. According to Peters (2004) one of the conditions that influence
the success of action research is “The development of reflective skills that
enabled participants to identify changes in their thinking and practice, and
critique their own and others’ practice in the light of explicit theories and beliefs”
(p. 552). Providing for this condition seems to be a major challenge in
educational systems where teacher reflection seems to be hindered by an
“impoverished educational background” and by working within a “structural
power of a centralised education authority” (Walker, 1994, p. 67). This could

imply that for action research to succeed in such contexts there is a need to
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deliberately integrate in the research plan means and methods that would aid
teachers to first develop “...simple, non-systemic forms of reflection before they
are able to carry out fully fledged action research” (Ponte, 2002, p. 618). This
kind of skills development needs to be formulated in the light of the participating
teachers’ conditions: the social, political and intellectual, and needs to be
regarded as a prerequisite for teachers to progress along the reflection-to-research

continuum.

The second condition necessary for facilitating action research could be regarded
as a crucial result of the first condition discussed above. If teachers are able to
develop their reflective skills, this might feed into developing a set of attitudes
and beliefs that could act as a driving force that encourages them to move along
the reflection-to-research continuum. Teachers need to believe that they can
affect change in themselves and that this will eventually lead to change in their
classrooms and probably in their bigger contexts: the school and the educational
system as a whole. This is another challenging condition to be met, but if
teachers are aided to develop their knowledge in relation to their practice and if
they experiment and succeed with reflection and action on a small scale,
eventually, they will feel more empowered and will become encouraged to
identify and address other constraints and dilemmas in their contexts. Therefore,
the objective is to help teachers to develop the necessary attitudes that could
foster action research, yet the means to develop these attitudes is through
engaging in action research. This interplay between objective and means is
referred to by Ponte (2002) who also states that “...it is not possible to break
down action research into separate ‘bits’ of knowledge, skills or attitudes, and
then ‘train’ teachers in it one by one: facilitators must let teachers carry out and
master action research as an integral whole” (p. 420). The implication here is that
researchers need to acknowledge that the complexity of action research is not in
the procedural and methodological aspects of carrying out action research, but

“ ..in the fact that teachers (have) to gradually master different actions and skills

simultaneously, actions and skills that (are) new to them” (Ponte, 2002, p. 420).

However, in developing countries the most difficult condition to be met for the

facilitation of action research is a cultural and political context that is conducive
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to teacher professional development of the type discussed above. In a context
characterised by “teacher isolation, a school culture that works against raising
questions (and) a technical view of knowledge for teaching” (Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 1992, p. 304) teachers cannot be expected to engage in full fledged action
research. Such contexts “contribute to a teacher corps, especially in primary
schools, unwilling to challenge authority, and a dominant view subscribed to by
teachers themselves as well as by the education authority of teachers as
technicians” (Walker, 1994, p. 67); the result is a teacher corps that resists
engaging in research that demands reflection and action and that diligently abides
by implementing the official syllabus. The implication here is that researchers
need to realize that the scope of action research in such contexts depends “on the
extent to which the cultural and political context leaves scope for teachers’
professional autonomy and professional judgement” (Ponte, 2005, p. 292). Hence,
to consider whether a project is ‘good’ action research it needs to be gauged

against the political and cultural context in which the research is carried out.

7.7 Limitations

In this study both anticipated and unanticipated factors have contributed to
reducing the chance for implementing a complete cycle of action research in the
traditional sense, i.e. a cycle that includes all of the phases: reconnaissance,

planning, action and evaluation of action.

From the study’s onset, | was aware that teachers are overloaded with the tasks
of their daily routines; hence, it was expected that participating teachers were
going to be pressured by, and not very welcoming to, any activity that was
demanding in terms of time and effort. This expectation from my side made me
reluctant to introduce activities that could have proven useful in terms of
development, such as asking teachers to read articles, or being more persuasive
towards journal writing, or even towards attending group discussions. All of
these activities would have proven quite useful especially in relation to the
professional needs of the teachers who seem to lack theoretical knowledge
related to theories of learning and who have little opportunity for reflection

individually and with colleagues.
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Another limitation to the progress of the study was the distribution of the
participating teachers in three schools. Although this provided me with access to
different settings and helped me realize that teachers’ perceptions of the reform
and the problems that they were facing with implementing the new curriculum
were quite general, it also limited the possibility of encouraging a culture of
reflection and action in the schools. Commuting from one school to another and
trying to divide my time among the three schools left little time to engage in
longer discussions with the teachers and in fostering a culture of collegiality and
support with in each school. Being on site for longer periods of time would have
allowed me to build a more supportive relationship with the teachers and would
have increased the opportunities of encouraging teachers and other school
personnel (such as principles and coordinators) to discuss the needs of teachers in
terms of support and resources; this could have led to a more common vision on

these issues.

Another area that seems to have influenced the outcomes of the study was
approaching it with a belief that what yielded results in other contexts will yield
similar results in the Lebanese context. Teachers in this study were inexperienced
in terms of reflection and research and were uninformed in terms of theoretical
knowledge. Accordingly, it seems that teachers would have benefited from a
more structured approach to the study, especially at the initial phases. Hence, a
series of workshops on theories of learning or on action research methods and
techniques could have proven useful to prepare teachers to engage more
influentially in the phases of action research. Teachers seem to be in need of
guidelines and structure, as tools for empowerment, before they could make use

of research that is underpinned by the principles of democracy and emancipation.

7.8 Implication for Future Research

The above limitations could provide platforms for future research, especially in
educational contexts similar to the Lebanese one. For example, future research
could examine the means of developing a culture of reflection and action in
schools in Lebanon. Of coarse this kind of culture cannot be forced into existence,
or to be bureaucratically imposed, but needs to develop gradually through

experimenting and practicing.
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Another area of research could be to investigate the effect of including school
principals, subject coordinators and local authorities’ inspectors, along with
teachers, as participants in an action research project. This could provide insight
on the relationship between teachers and their superiors and could increase the
chances of communication among these groups. Hence, communication could
lead to seeing the issues and the probiems in the educational system form the
point of view of others; this could prove useful to developing a more cohesive

team that directs its effort to a common vision.

It would also seem useful to investigate the effect of introducing teachers
explicitly to action research and training them in the techniques of action
research (such as problem framing, data collecting and data analysis) on the
outcomes of engaging in an action research project. This training could provide
the necessary skills for teachers to pursue a full fledged action research project
and could lead to a kind of professional development that enhances teachers’

self-efficacy and feelings of empowerment.

Last but not least, a longitudinal study that examines the methods and the time
needed to develop teachers’ skills to become reflective practitioners could
provide the necessary input for future educational reform in Lebanon. The
findings of such a study could set the grounds for a new approach to reform that
incorporates the practical needs of the “bottom” and works it way up to feed into

the vision of the “top™.

7.9 Final Reflections

In retrospect, I realize that my learning during the different stages of this study
was affected by my understanding of “what a teacher is” and “what a teacher
does” along with my values in relation to education. These informed my process
of decision making and decision taking processes at each stage but at the same
time they were being shaped and framed by the social and educational context in

which the research was taking place.

Although the results of the study are much less than the aspirations that I had at

the outset, I still believe that there is a significant role for teachers to play and
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that this role can be developed and enhanced through an action research approach
to professional development. This is due to the fact that this study allowed me to
experience first hand the inadequacy of other fragmented and pieccemeal
approaches to teacher development and made me realize the importance of
empowerment and emancipation for professional development, two areas that

action research can help develop.

A final point of reflection is the way that the teachers might have perceived me
and how this could have impacted the way they responded during the interviews
and their level of involvement in the research. As [ mentioned in chapter one, for
15 years, I taught in one of the most prestigious schools in Saida which is a small
city and where there is more opportunity for people to know of and about others,
especially if they work in the same field. The school that I worked in was owned
by Rafic El Hariri (who was then the Prime Minister of Lebanon but was
assassinated in February, 2004) and was, and still is, run by Bahia E]l Hariri,
Rafic El Hariri’s sister who is a Member of Parliament and Head of the
Parliamentary Committee for Education. Through my work in the Hariri school I
developed a professional relationship with Bahia El Hariri and took part in many
projects that the Hariri Foundation was initiating in the city. The aim of these
projects was to engage students in activities such as drama, art and summer
camps that would help to develop their sense of citizenship and their belief in
themselves and in their country. Taking part in these projects, and being the
project manager for a few of them, created opportunity for me to meet with many
teachers from different schools and on more than one occasion. These factors
might have contributed to the way the teachers perceived me and this might have
had an impact on their readiness to take part in the research and on the way that

they discussed their work and the new curriculum.

Although, in the initial stages the teachers might have perceived me as someone
that is “connected to people in the government”, I believe that through the course
of the research, the teachers and I developed a professional and a personal
relationship which may have been the driving force for many of them to engage
in activities such as journal writing and peer observation which were demanding

in terms of time and effort. This relationship was achieved through
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demonstrating to the teachers that I genuinely wanted to support them and
through interacting with them on an egalitarian basis. As a result, many of these
teachers are still in contact with me and we still meet to discuss students,
teaching and learning. Therefore, it could be concluded that the majority of the
participating teachers, who could be regarded as a representative sample of the
bigger body of teachers, are ready to learn; however, they need the support, the
encouragement and the opportunity to do so. In the present conditions of the
Lebanese educational system subject coordinators and local authority inspectors
could play a major role in providing teachers with the support and
encouragement that they need to develop professionally; this is an area that

would be worth investigating in future studies.

I realize that beliefs are not enough to bring about change, but they need to be
accompanied by much work in terms of planning, implementation and evaluation.
Moreover, I realize that this kind of work needs to be supplemented by
conducive social, political and economical factors and it is in this area where my
greatest concern for the future of teacher development, in particular, and of
education, in general, in Lebanon lies. Although it is widely agreed upon that our
hope for a better future is better education, the fear is that other overwhelming
factors in terms of economical and political conditions will play a role in
undermining this conviction. However, to end with a hopeful note, I will echo the
advice that is usually given to teachers: we need to learn to overcome our fears
and our doubts and delve into action and reflection or else no change will ever be

brought about.
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SUMMARY OF DATA COLLECTED

School/ No./ No./ No./
Phase | School (A) | School | School (B) | School | School (C) | School
teachers 2 teachers 4 teachers 6
Phase 1 | Interview 2 Interview 4 Interview 6
Phase 2 | Interview 2 Interview 4 Interview 6
after after after
observation observation observation
Phase 3 | Meeting 1 Meeting Meeting
write-up write-up write-up
Phase 4 | Interview 2 Interview 4 Interview 6
while while while
watching watching watching
video video video
Phase 5 | Written 2 Written 4 B
Reflections Reflections
Phase 6 _ _ Feedback 3
after peer
observation
Total Interviews 6 Interviews 12 Interviews 18
Written 2 Written 4 Feedback 3
Reflections Reflections sessions
Meeting 1
write-up
(common to
all schools)
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LIST OF INTERVIEWS/ FEEDBACK SESSIONS/ WRITTEN
REFLECTIONS

Number- MP3/ Duration in Teacher’s Name | School Name/
Cassette No. / minutes Code
Journal No.
1-19 24:34 Rudayna gl A p3e A
2- 18/20 6:21/29:39 Munifa 2l wyae A
3-22 20:11 Safa arne
4-23 20:53 Noura sl C
5-24 30:16 Bahia o=y B
6-25 24:24 Amal zba) B
7- 26 22:26 Tagreed slgall C
8- 27 23:09 Mona elgall C
9-28 21:00 Samira A ! B
10- 29 33:27 Samira B zall B
11- 30 19:25 Hiba sl C
12- 31 19:25 Sereen slgl C
13- 32 20:37 Nesreen zball B
14- 38 A/ Observ. | 12:50 Tagreed slgll C
15-39 A/Observ. | 16:56 Mona el C
16- 40 A/Observ. | 03:54 Nesreen T a¥l B
17-41 A/ Observ. | 11:05 Munifa ugdll du e A
18- 42 A/Observ. | 04:38 Bahia g hall B
19- 43 A/Observ. | 14:35 Bahia (cont.) Yl B
20- 44 A/ Observ. | 11:13 Rudayna Agnill A yda A
21- 45 A/Observ. | 06:16 Amal e B
22- 46 A/Observ. | 12:57 Sereen elgll C
23-47 A/ Observ. | 05:53 Noura elgdl C
24- 48 A/Observ. | 07:24 Hiba elgll C
25- 50 D/ Video 27:11 Noura elgll C
26- 51 D/ Video 19:42 Tagreed arn| C
27- 52 D/ Video 08:49 Nesreen z bl B
28- 53 D/Video 20:03 Samira B 7l B
29- 54 D/Video 18:11 Safa el C
30- 55 D/Video 20:03 Hiba el C
31- 56 D/ Video 15:09 Mona sl C
32- 57 D/Video 23:10 Amal ! B
33- 58 D/Video 19:12 Sereen st C
34- 59 D/Video 16:22 Rudayna Bl A e A
35- 60 D/Video 21:30 Dolli bl B
36- Peer Observ.-1 | 28 Hiba(A) and slgall C
Sereen(B)
37-Peer Observ. -2 | 25 Tagreed(A) and | <& C
Safa(B)
38- Peer observ, -3 | 26 Mona(A) and slgll C
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Noura(B)

39- Written Refl. 1 - Bahia clad¥l B
40- Written Refl 2 - Samira B ¥l B
41- Written Refl 3 - Samira A bl B
42- Written Refl 4 - Amal zadl B
43- Written Refl. 5 - Fatima Sl A yae A
44- Written Refl. 6 - Munifa Agdll A jae A
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CODES AND THEMES

Descriptive Codes

Interpretive Codes

Themes

1- Group work
2- Grammar

3- Dictation

4- Vocabulary

5- Silent Reading
6- Fun/ Interesting
7- Wider exposure

8- Student
involvement

9- Extensive
curriculum

Teacher Perception of
New Curriculum

10- Length of
workshops

11- Aspects learnt

12- Areas that still
need more
training

13- Difficulties in
implementation

Training Workshops

14- Technical
reflection (VM)

15- Practical
reflection

16- Critical reflection

17- Cosmetic
reflection

18- Routine reflection

19- Technical
reflection (ZL.)

20- Dialogue
reflection

Teacher Reflection

Teachers as Learners
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21-lack of self-
esteem

22-Lack of
theoretical
background

23- Blaming others

Personal Factors that
Impede Reflection

24-Evaluative
remarks
25- Feeling unsafe

Role of the Inspector,
coordinator, & Principle

26- Lack of Resources

27-Lack of
opportunity for
peer discussions

28- Lack of time and
means for to
search for
innovations in

pedagogy

Opportunities and Means
for Professional
Development

29- Lack of basic
skills

30- Lack of parental
support

31- Impact of socio-
economical
background

Student Attributes

Social and Professional
Contexts
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Summary Sheet

Type: Interviews Date: October 2004

Number of teachers: 12 Site: Schools A, B, C

1-Main issues and theme:

-Some teachers were more ready to talk than others; the confidentiality issue
seemed quite important.

- There seems to be tensions between coordinators and inspectors on the one side
and the teachers on the other.

- Teachers” responses lack real reflection; many blamed the system for the lack
of implementation of new curriculum.

- No indication of learning theories and their influence on the new approach.

2- Summary of information on target questions:
-Teachers seemed to see the new curriculum as a burden, but at the same time

they seem to be impressed by certain aspects: interesting, fun, more student
involvement etc.

- The first set of interviews did not show reflection in teachers’ responses.
Responses were mainly to explain why they can not implement things like
spelling, silent reading, group work etc. '

3- Targets for next step:

- Need to design activities that would foster reflection.

- Need to try to find out how far teachers link their practices to learning theories.
- Need to provide the opportunity for teachers to realize their implicit theories!!!
4- General comments and notes:

Very little reflection when analysed according to Van Manen’s hierarchy. There

must be something in the literature that refers to what the teachers were engaged
in: Blaming, not taking responsibility, being some how defensive!!!
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SAMPLE ANALYTICAL MEMOS

October 28" 2004

After listening to the first set of interviews it seems that teachers have a common
concern: how is possible NOT to teach dictation and NOT ask students to read
aloud in class. This could be an indication of teachers’ beliefs in relation to
learning. They seem to be finding it unwise or ineffective to teach without
“memorization”. This seems to be an influence of the traditional way to teaching
that most teachers still believe in.

Dictation: Students are asked to memorize the way words are written as opposed
to learning or understanding the spelling rules that decide how a word is to be
written.

Reading aloud: Teachers usually ask one student to read a passage aloud and
then another to read it again and so on, until every student has had a chance to
read. According to the teachers the inspectors and coordinators have made it
explicit that this procedure is to be avoided in classes because it is boring and
ineffective. Teachers also seem to adhere to this practice because they think it is
the best way to teach students to read. This could be another demonstration of
how teachers still believe that memorization is important for learning; by
repeating the reading passage over and over students will memorize it and maybe
not need to learn phonetic skills.

Of course there will always be a need for memorization; however, there are also
other ways for learning which could be more interesting and more effective. The
point here is that are teachers aware that for students to learn there are alternative
strategies and techniques to engage students in rehearsing new concepts or new
knowledge? Do teachers realise how boring it is just to repeat the same thing
over and over? Do they really think about whether their students are enjoying
learning or is it just not a major concern for them?

Another issue that has surfaced is teacher reflection. Teachers have been
expressing their concern about the “abolition” of dictation and reading aloud.
Could this be considered as technical reflection? But they also express that they
do not think students will learn how to read and write without these exercises, so
they are also considering the effect of their practices on student learning; hence,
there is also practical reflection. However; they are only considering one aspect
of students: the cognitive, with no reference to the emotional or social aspects. Is
this because this is how they define their role as teachers: teach them to read and
to write (the rest of the student is not our problem!!).
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INTERVIEW (1) Monday September 20, 2004

Reference: MP3-19
Rudayna - El Shaheed Marouf Saad Intermediate School (SMS1S)

Rudayna is the second grade English teacher at the SMSIS. She teaches English
to 3 sections.

T: here we are applying the new curriculum., it is going on very well with the
students...but the difference is that here it takes a lot of time and not everything
you can apply a hundred percent...1 mean for example, if we wanted to do group
work, let us say in reading. I get very tired. I divide the paragraphs among the
groups... each group has to read one paragraph, then we have to coordinate.,
vou have to tell the others what vou read... it is verv difficult ... GROUP
WORK

They first draw the pictures in their copy books and write the words and then
when Ineed to enter a grade in my marking book. I see ifthey have learnt the
words; 1give them a worksheet with the pictures and ask them to write the words.
This 1do later. I first start with missing letters, the first letter and the last letter...
VOCABULARY / MEMORIZATION/GRADES

...like grammar there is no grammar... how' can a student write if he does not
know the basic things in grammar... like this is the way we write this
sentence...they should at least know the helping verbs....when to add “s" to the
verb ... subject verb agreement... this is a singular verb it takes “s” and this is a
plural verb it does not ... this is a pronoun...you need to focus on the pronouns
and they (the new curriculum) does not...teachers ofthe higher grades are
finding difficulties with their students because they do not know grammatical
rules...for example they cannot use pronouns properly... they do not know how
to... Iemphasize grammar to be honest... Ithink it is very important; 1
photocopy grammar exercises from the old books and we do them together in the
classroom... I find that very important. GRAMMAR

...no ... Ireally do not think 1need any more workshops. Ireally feel that 1have
understood the new curriculum and 1do not need any more workshops.

WORKSHOPS

...I try not to think about what the inspector says when she comes to my

class ...1 work the way 1see best... 1feel that my students learn well and their
English is very good...I see the way they interact with me and I am happy...the
old way is very important with our students...INSPECTOR/ OLD
CURRICULUM +
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... I sometimes try to make some activ ities for the students... 1 ike ....giving
them words with missing letters or how they say....um....um...what is the word
forit umtn we give them a word with the letters scrambled and they have
to rearrange the letters... but 1do not feel that is enough; once a week 1give
them dictation to studv at home.. DICTATION/ MEMORIZATION/
ACTIVITIES

.... 1might integrate both methods.. I have been teaching fora long time.. |
started teaching when [was 17 years old... 1graduated from the American
school in Saida and they employed me right awav... and then [ went to
university... actual I\ 1have not stopped teaching... TEACHING EXPERIENCE

RESOURCES/ PEER RELATIONSHIPS

The new curriculum is verv long... some teachers sav that the teachers' guide
has many activ ities in it... lknow that students enjoy activities, but how will 1
finish all that the inspector and the school principle expect me to finish and have

NEW CURRICULUM -
/ INSPECTOR/ MISCONCEPTIONS

school... the dil tcrence is that there.. .umiii... evervthing is prov ided lor...
whatever vou need from visual aids vou imd available and the students are

RESOURCES/ PRIVATE vs
PUBLIC/ STUDENTS/ PARENTS

...in the writing class...1 write the topic on the board and I stick a poster on the
board, then they will write from the poster., then we work on vocabulary... they
will give me words and we will make a web on the board... but for them to give
vocabulary in a group it is very difficult so what I do is: they give me the words
and 1work with them to choose the related words; then I ask them to use the
words in sentences related to the poster then we collect the sentences that are
related to each other... with this method I had to put a lot of effort until the end
ofthe year then they were able to write a paragraph and then they were able to
write according to the topic ... but it was very tiring for me .... Iputa lotof
effort until vve could get to this .... WRITING/NEW METHOD

yes... these davs we do not have a student that is stupid... there isn't....I always
sav there isn't a stupid student ...he might use his intelligence in other wavs for
example in mischief but that does not mean that he is stupid... all this new
generation is intelligent because if you see them in the other classes ...for
example in the PE class or in the Art class might be doing well ....there isn't a
stupid student but there are students that do not want to learn...STUDENTS’
ATTRIBUTES
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