Type of Proposal: Demonstration

Title: Learning in and from professional practice through peer observation and review – A case-study

Presenter: Dianne Siemon, RMIT University AUSTRALIA

Goals:

1. To share a means of learning from practice that has proved useful in developing a shared professional language (Siemon et al, 2004).

2. To actively engage participants in a simulated version of this activity with a view to addressing relevant aspects of questions (a), (b), (d), (e) and (f) of Strand II of the Study (Discussion Document for ICMI Study 15, p.7).
Relationship to Study: (to be read in conjunction with Summary attached)

The opportunity to participate in a simulated version of the ‘behind-the-screen’ activity directly addresses Strand II of the ICMI 15 study in that it illustrates one, very powerful way in which “mathematics teachers’ learning might be better structured to support learning in and from professional practice” (Discussion Document for ICMI Study 15, p.7). More importantly perhaps, it offers participants an opportunity to address many of the central questions raised in this strand. In particular, how does language play a role in learning from practice (question f), and what sorts of learning emerge from studying practice (question a). For instance, 

· learning about the scaffolding practices used by primary teachers of mathematics to support student learning and how those strategies might be represented and described in a language and form that resonate with teachers’ experience; and
· how different teachers in different contexts respond to students with different learning needs and backgrounds (one of the schools that participated in the BTS activity was a Special Needs school).
The BTS activity also provides a means by which the practices of teaching and learning mathematics can be made available for study (question b), that is, through structured peer observation and review. The opportunity to observe other teachers teach is widely recognised as one of the most valuable professional development experiences (e.g., Garet et al, 2001; Jacobs & Morita, 2002). The BTS activity clearly satisfies this, and the remaining criteria identified by Garet et al (2001) for effective professional development. That is, it
· is sustained over time (duration);

· involves groups of teachers from the same school (collective participation);

· is focussed on teaching-specific, mathematics content (focus); 

· affords opportunities to observe and be observed, plan classroom implementations and give presentations on their experience (active learning); and

· fosters coherence, that is, it connects with teacher and school goals and other activities and encourages professional communication among teachers.  

The BTS activity was also conducted at a ‘remote site’ which did not have access to a ‘one-way’ window. In this case, the teacher was video-taped in his/her own classroom and the video signal was transmitted through the school’s intranet to the library where the other members of the BTS group were located. Their discussions were also video-taped. This has the advantage of being more closely associated with the classroom teaching and learning environment and provides an on-going record for more extended and reflective discussions. This is an important feature as it supports multiple ‘readings’ over time and deeper analysis of the teaching episode.
The BTS activity offers a rich example of learning from practice (question e). An exploration of what this means in practice and how this might be applied in other settings would appear to be a valuable conversation to have in the context of the ICMI Study. The following describes some of the features of this approach that might be explored further in the context of that conversation.
While the BTS activity has been shown to be a useful research tool in helping to identify and describe key aspects of teachers’ communicative practices.  Its value and uniqueness resides in the fact that classroom teachers were actively involved as codifiers of practice in real time. In many studies of classroom communication (e.g., Cobb & Bauersfeld, 1995; Clarke, 2001), researchers from similar or differing perspectives work on the analysis of transcript and/or classroom video data, either individually or collaboratively to identify and label specific classroom interactions. Inevitably, the sense that is made of these ‘after-the-event’ analyses reflects the particular perspective of the researcher concerned. Although these different interpretations and insights add to the collective understanding of classroom communication, they and the language that frames them, are generally removed from the everyday experience of teachers and the language that they use to describe their practice.

By contrast, the teachers involved in the BTS activity were required to identify ‘in-the-moment’ aspects of another’s practice that they believed to be significant in scaffolding student mathematics learning. The facilitator also participated in this process, drawing attention to particular events and/or clarifying what was noticed. This meant that what was noticed either resonated very strongly with the teachers’ experience or, if it was something raised by the facilitator, it connected immediately with that experience. The labels or metaphors generated ‘in-the-moment’ to identify or describe what was observed also resonated with the teachers’ experience and as such were meaningful to the group. 

Although the BTS activity offers enormous potential for development as a professional development tool, it is important to recognise the critical role of the facilitator in this process (question d). The involvement of a ‘more learned other’, someone that has been through the process, understands the emergent language and has a deep understanding of the content and processes involved in teaching and learning mathematics at this level, is needed to probe teachers’ understanding, to prompt reflection, and draw attention to key aspects of what is being observed. However, it is important to note that the facilitators role is not to induct or train teachers in this activity but to equip teachers to ‘see for themselves’ and articulate what they see to facilitate further professional discussion, planning and reflection. This process helps make public what Hiebert et al (2002) refer to as practitioner knowledge, the “kinds of knowledge practitioners generate through active participation and reflection on their own practice” (p.4), that is largely personal and unshared.

The critical importance of access to a professional language that moves some way towards describing what it is teachers do to scaffold student learning in mathematics cannot be underestimated. Participating teachers consistently reported this as the major reason for observed changes in the nature and frequency of staffroom conversations and increased preparedness to critically reflect on practice and work in professional learning teams. These are important outcomes that serve to elevate the discussion of teaching and learning of mathematics from a focus on activities and resources to a more rigorous examination of teachers’ pedagogical practices.

A disposition to reflect on practice and work collaboratively with peers to review and explore the teaching of mathematics is recognised as crucial aspect of the Standards for Excellence in Teaching Mathematics in Australian Schools (AAMT, 2002). An emergent professional language coupled with the BTS activity alongside other forms of peer observation and review, appear to offer powerful means of supporting and engaging teachers in on-going, professional learning based on insightful and informed reflection. The value of peer observation and review is supported more generally by Jacobs & Marita (2002) who compared Japanese and American teachers’ ideas about what constitutes effective mathematics pedagogy. They conclude their paper with the following statement.

Examining and critiquing fellow teachers helps to bring clear, specific, and detailed opinions to the surface, which can then be examined by teachers, researchers, and policy makers. Ultimately, this type of exercise may produce more reflective teachers, more informed researchers, and more effective practice in classrooms. (p.174)
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Technology Requirements:

· Video Cassette Recorder (VHS) and appropriate projection facilities. Digital tapes can be provided if there is access to appropriate projection facilities (playing digital tapes through a camera/computer hook-up has proved problematic)

· Overhead projector and screen.

SUMMARY:

This demonstration session will engage participants in a simulated version of a process referred to as ‘behind-the-screen’ (BTS). This activity was developed and used within a larger project on effective numeracy teaching practice that was recently completed in Australia
. It was designed to actively engage teachers as co-researchers in identifying and describing what it was that effective teachers did to scaffold students’ mathematical learning in a language and form that reflected the teacher’s voice and experience. The aim of this activity was to contribute to a shared professional language that could be accessed by teachers more generally to reflect on their mathematics teaching practice and to support and extend professional conversations about that practice. 

The BTS activity involved participating teachers taking turns to teach a small number of students from their own class in a room with a one-way window.  The other members of the BTS group, who were located on the other side of the one-way window, were asked to comment on what they noticed ‘in-the-moment’ and suggest labels or metaphors to describe what they saw as the teacher’s acts to support student learning. At least one member of the research team also participated in this process, providing support where necessary to stimulate discussion and clarify labels and/or metaphors. 

While a number of discrete scaffolding practices were identified as a result of this extended exercise, the real benefit from the teachers’ perspective was the professional development afforded by the opportunity to actively engage in researching their practice. Written reflections collected from the teachers at the end of the project, indicated that teachers regarded this experience as the “best professional development” they had ever had, that as a result of their participation they now had “a far richer and deeper understanding of what is involved in scaffolding mathematical learning”, and that there had been a “marked increase in the number and nature of professional conversations about mathematics in the staff-room” which they attributed to having access to a shared language. This suggests that the BTS activity is a valuable tool for making explicit what teachers know and exercise intuitively in the context of primary mathematics classrooms, but just as importantly it values that experience in a way that encourages teachers see themselves as professionals.

The proposed simulation will involve participants in a brief introduction to the scaffolding practices identified as a result of this activity and the language used to describe those practices. A video-tape of one of the teaching sessions will then be shown in its entirety if possible and participants will be encouraged to comment on what they notice ‘in-the-moment’ and record their observations and/or metaphors. This will be followed by a reflective discussion of what was observed and how it was ‘captured’. Participants will have the opportunity to comment on how the BTS activity connects with their own work, how it might be modified to suit different cultures and contexts, and the extent to which activities such as these contribute to bridging the recognized “divide between formal knowledge and practice”.
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