INSERVICE TEACHER DEVELOPMENT BY SOLVING
 A PROFESSIONAL PROBLEM
ABSTRACT

The research reported in this paper is based on the “cross approach of teaching practices” developed by Aline Robert and Janine Rogalski which is articulating both a didactic and a psychological approach. The research relates to a program of inservice teacher development which aimed at solving a problem met by the teachers of a French lower secondary school. They thought that sixth class (11 years) pupils generally do not work enough at home and that it harms their learning possibilities. 

The program offered the teachers to help their pupils do their homework at school. It also offered them to work on their own practices to adapt them to the needs which had been identified during these “homework sessions”. 

The research showed collective rules which constrain practices but also which help teachers. It showed that professional problem solving is a type of inservice teacher education for and in practice which considers the individual practices within collective ones, which helps to consider different determinants of practices and that it makes their development easier. Several teachers propose less segmented problems than before, and they encourage, more than before, pair work rather than individual work. The study also showed positive effects on students’ behavior and on students’ learning.

SUBMISSION (PAPER)

The research reported in this text relates to the scheme of a program of inservice teacher education, and on the evaluation of its effects. This program was based on a teaching scheme which was tested during one school year. It aimed at solving a problem met by the teachers of a lower secondary school. 

Presentation of the research

In this school, most pupils are meeting scholar and/or social difficulty. Teachers think that sixth class (11 years) pupils generally do not work enough at home, they also think that it harms their learning possibilities. In the end of the school year, the level is not sufficient to follow in the higher class. A double scheme was thought up and tested in one class to try to solve this problem. The teachers of this class accepted to help pupils do their homework at school every evening. They also accepted to follow a program to help them adapt their teaching practices to the needs which had been identified during the “homework sessions”. This double scheme was the object of the research: on its notion and on its effects on teachers’ practices. The aim was a better understanding of what can encourage and what can harm the evolution of teaching practices. The research is based on one school year of work. It is mainly based on what the teachers who accepted to participate to the program testimonies, it is also founded on evaluations of their pupils, before and after the experimentation of the scheme. 

The main theoretical reference of the research is the “cross approach of teaching practices” developed by Aline Robert and Janine Rogalski which is articulating both a didactic and a psychological approach. from the didactic viewpoint, they consider practices for their learning objects and they distinguish two determinants: the “cognitive” one deals with epistemological choices and the “mediative” one deals with interactivity between teacher and students. From the psychological viewpoint, they consider the teacher as a professional at work, they consider that her/his profession has its own rules, its standards and its constraints, and they distinguish between three others determinants which are “institutional”, “social” and “personal” determinants. 

The design of the program is based on allowed assumptions which require to be validated. We think that a program which aims at an evolution of teaching practices, must go on for a long time. We also think that with such goals, the program must offer the teachers some real activities, close to practice and which meet authentic needs even if theoretical complements can be brought to allow the analysis of these activities. Because of the complexity of practices, we suggest that the program deals with several determinants among the five which are distinguished by Robert and Rogalski. Moreover, we think that collective aspects are very important in the building of teaching practices and for their evolution. That is why we offer to consider these collective aspects for suggesting activities and for evaluating constraints and possibilities to change practices. 

Results of the research 

Three types of different results organize the conclusions of the research: results on teaching practices and the way they evolve, results on this design for a teacher education program, and results on the effects the program had on teachers’ practices and on students’ learning. 

Teaching practices are normalized by the rules of the profession. 

The scheme and the realization of the “homework sessions” designed to help the pupils study, disturbed the ordinary practices of the management of students’ homework by their teachers. This unease brought implicit rules of this profession to light. The respective roles of the teachers and of the parents were made clearer for the teachers to be able to supervise the students’ work without replacing their parents, which would be going beyond the limits of their task. Moreover, to avoid confusion between home and school, teachers began “homework sessions” the way they begin their ordinary courses in this lower secondary school: first, the teacher speaks to a class as a whole, even if, after a few minutes, s/he pays attention to the differences and the needs of each student in the class.

The implementation of these “homework sessions” was an innovating method, it revealed that the teachers’ practices tend to stick to the official rules about teaching and education. As other researches had already revealed it, it appeared that sticking to those rules offers teachers a legitimacy which secures their practices while remaining flexible. 

Some social rules of the profession, existing inside the school, were also brought to light at the time of the conception of the scheme. These unofficial rules show that a teacher is never really alone with her/his students in the classroom. For example, the research showed that classes are composed and distributed to the teachers with a special attention to equitably shared difficulties and satisfactions. It also showed that the means of teaching do not depend on the pedagogical projects of the teachers. The teachers’ practices are made stable as they are put in a collective environment of the profession in which the means and the ways to act are set by standards. These standards make teaching practice easier as they direct and ensure it. Consequently, even if standards are restricting practices, they do not make them rigid : standards keep evolving and are also influenced by the variability of practices.

Professional problem solving is a type of inservice teacher education which considers the individual practices within collective ones. It assists teachers in estimating what is constrained and what is possible to do. By considering different determinants of practices, it makes their development easier.

The teachers accepted the double implementation of the “homework sessions” and of the professional education program because they wanted to help their pupils improve their capacity for study, and they had not managed to do so before. They thought the program could assist them to solve their problem.

Before implanting the double practice, discussions were focused on pupils’ learning, on their inappropriate way of working at home, and on the efforts that teachers had already agreed to do to meet their expectations. The program, designed to solve this problem, involved each teacher in the “homework sessions”, it encouraged them to make their teaching practices fit with the work done in the studying sessions and to take part in the collective regulation of these new practices.

The teachers involved in the double practice lived a year of professional development for and in practice. For practice because, most of the time, the analyses and the discussions centered around how to reach the goal of the scheme: pupils to study better. The program was essentially focused on the “mediative” and “social” determinants of practices: how to pay more attention to the real capacities of the pupils and how to differentiate assistance to the pupils? 

A professional development in practice because it was based on what each professor lived during the school year and it dealt with various registers: emotion, action, language and thought. A professional development in practice also because the teachers could deal with questions and difficulties created by “homework sessions” by considering together needs of evolution and professional standards.

The evaluation of the program gives methodological and factual results: by crossing subjective data concerning the teachers and objective data concerning the students, the research showed effects of the program on teaching practices and students’ learning. 

Because of methodological reasons, it was difficult to evaluate the evolution of the teachers’ practices: the analyses were only based on declared practices. How to know if a declared evolution of a teaching practice is not compensated by another one in such a way that the first evolution becomes without effect on pupils’ learning? We could evaluate the effects on practices of this one school year long program because we crossed subjective data from teachers with objective data on pupils’ behavior and learning. 

The analysis of the teachers’ declarations shows that teachers have tried to adapt their practices to the reality of pupils’ capacities but also that they have not changed the didactic organization of their teaching. Teachers declared they paid more attention to their pupils and more precisely to material organization, to the rhythm of work, and to how pupils consider school work. Teachers have adapted the tools given to pupils (dictionaries for example). They have reorganized the articulation between class’ activities and homework. They have tried to adapt the formulations of the work specifications: the explanations of expectations are more accurate, and the assistance is more differentiated. Moreover, several teachers including the mathematics teacher declare to propose less segmented problems than before, and they declare to encourage, more than before, pair work rather than individual work. 

The data about pupils deal with how much they have been missing school (to give an idea about their behavior) and their results at the national evaluations in the beginning of the sixth and of the seventh class (to have an idea about what they had learnt). Before giving the results of the analysis, we have to give some more details about the school. The policy of this school is to have “selective” classes with competencies more or less equal to the national average level, and “ordinary” classes which obtain much lower results. To test the “homework sessions” scheme, teachers chose one of the “ordinary” classes. The analysis show an effect of the double practice (the teachers’ education program and the “homework sessions”). The study showed an effect on students’ behavior: the absenteeism of the pupils of this class was similar to the one of the pupils of the selective classes, i.e. quite lower than that of the pupils of the ordinary classes. In the beginning of the school year, the results of the evaluations are better in the selective classes than in the ordinary ones. One year later, the results have not significantly changed. But the analysis of the evolution of the results, from one year to the next one, also shows that the selective classes maintain their level whereas the ordinary classes get worse except the one that has benefited from the experimental scheme. In only one year, the scheme has not erased the difference between the selective classes and the ordinary ones, but it has prevented the increase of this difference. 

Limits and prospects

The research is only one single program for the teachers of one single class. This is its first limit: results cannot be easily generalized. This example testifies that professional problem solving can be effective for inservice teacher education. Nevertheless constraints seem to be important: an investment for a long time in the school is necessary to understand the problem, to identify possibilities and limitations for solving it by changing practices, and to assist teachers with this effort. Other programs based on professional problem solving have to be tested for better evaluating the effectiveness of this process. 

Other limits come from the evaluation of the program. Concerning the effects on teachers’ practices, the evaluation is only based on declared practices but we do not really know what has changed in the classrooms. Concerning pupils’ knowledge, using national evaluations had the advantage of neutrality but it also has some drawbacks. Persistent difficulties or progress can remain hidden because corresponding competencies are not evaluated: they are supposed to be acquired by most of the pupils and/or they are normally not taught any more on this level of class. It would be certainly more accurate to combine various types of evaluation to estimate the effects of the program on students. 

However, the results on students, which are really subtle, raise prospects for research deeper than the question of the choice of the method of evaluation. During the program, teachers mostly worked on the social and on the médiative components of practices. Perhaps, the program should mostly deal with the cognitive component of teaching practices to obtain an important effect on learning. A new program with the same teachers, which should be more directly related to epistemological aspects, would have perhaps more effects on students’ learning. 

Professional problem solving seems to be an effective process for teacher education for and in practice. It also opens prospects for research, particularly on the relations between the components of the teaching practices which are at work, and the aims which can be achieved on teaching and learning. 

