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Introduction

In France, the initial education of primary school teachers (who teach children aged between 3 and 11) lasts for one year and takes place in training colleges called IUFM (Instituts Universitaires de Formation des Maîtres). They are recruited after passing a competitive exam, which includes a maths exam in three parts (theory, analysis of pupils’ work, teaching practice / didactics (?)). In most cases, the first year of initial training starts immediately after passing the competitive exam, but occasionally some of the graduates only benefit from the training after having taught in a class, without prior training, for one year.
 While in training, aspiring primary school teachers have to go on 3 three-week-long placements in classes which are part of different “cycles”; they also attend a more theoretical course at the IUFM, which includes several modules, one of which is a module in mathematics, accounting for 10% of the teaching hours of the overall training.
 Such a training course is part of a pluriannual training plan, which varies from one académie (local education authority) to the other. The current plan (2003-2006) provides for the first time for a module called “analysing professional practices”, whose precise content is not specified. This is why the teachers’ educators, depending on their views on practice analysis, even though they all agree with the official objective, which is to “favour a transversal approach of issues which relate to the daily work and the thorough self-analysis of teachers”, use this module in many different ways.

As an educator and a researcher in maths didactics, I have been able to introduce in the education of primary school teachers various elements of the theoretical framework I am using in my research to analyse teaching practices. This framework is based on works by Aline Robert and Janine Rogalski who take into account both the pupils and their learning on the one hand, and the teachers and the way they do their job on the other. The practices of a teacher are regarded as the complex result of a number of personal factors (individual history, prior experiences as learners at school and university, attitudes to learning etc.), which gains stability fairly quickly. They are studied according to various components which help analysing and understanding them: a cognitive and a mediative component, which relate to the teaching contents and the way they are put forward in class by the teacher; a social and an institutional component, which relate to working as a teacher, and finally a personal component related to individuals. My hypothesis is that since the practices of trainee school teachers have not yet become fixed, getting them to do a specific work, in the course of their year of training, to assimilate elements of practice analysis derived from maths didactics, might enable them to develop a reflexive outlook on their own practices.

Professional workshops

Institutional framework

       Trainee schoolteachers have very different educational backgrounds and start their training with highly diverse views over the teaching of mathematics at primary school level, depending on their prior experiences as students and on their personality. The maths courses they will attend throughout the year aim at “enabling them to master the knowledge of the various mathematical fields, to develop the necessary skills to pass the knowledge on and to assist the pupils in learning that subject”. Unfortunately, there is so little time to carry this project out (thirteen 3-hour sessions) that we have to focus the teaching on a few indispensable topics in primary school mathematics (how to do a calculation, the concept of numbers from first to final year, the notions of measure and measurement and as far as geometry is concerned, the transition from perceptive to instrumental geometry and the link with secondary school teaching).

We could only despair over the sad state of the maths education for primary school teachers if it were not for the module of practice analysis, which includes several hours on maths teaching (approximately 20 hours).
 

For that module, there are no formal guidelines but we are told that it is preferable to go back and forth between field experience (in the classroom) and formal study at the IUFM in order to approach didactics as a complement to the psychological and philosophical input. In the centre where I teach, the material setting, which has been developed by various educators, is fairly homogeneous, no matter which subject is taught. It consists in having, over a period of 3 to 4 weeks, lessons conducted by trainee teachers in ordinary classes alternating with sessions prepared at the IUFM with educators, at the rate of one a week. What varies from one educator to the other is the way the scheme is interpreted and supervised. I am now going to describe the scheme, which I chose to develop in the training course I am running in order to allow trainee schoolteachers to get a better grasp of mathematics teaching at school, thanks to a reflexive analysis on their own practices.  

Developed scheme

Trainee teachers are dispatched in groups of 4 between classes of the same cycle in order to conduct lessons prepared at the IUFM on a specific theme. They will each in their turn play a different part so as to understand what is at stake during a maths lesson. 

· One of the trainees acts as the class teacher and is responsible for the lesson, both in terms of preparation (choice of contents, organisation, management) and actual performance.

· Another trainee observes the lesson in the perspective of what is being learnt (relevance of the setting, of the didactic variables, of the instructions, of the organisation and duration of the lesson etc.)

· The third trainee observes the lesson in the pupils’ perspective: how did the pupils react to the setting? Were they active or passive? Focused or unfocused? Did they face difficulties? Of what kind? 

· The fourth trainee observes the lesson in the teacher’s perspective: how did he/she manage the lesson and its various stages? Was he/she able to take all the pupils and all their reactions into consideration? What help did he/she bring to pupils facing difficulties? Which mediations did he/she use? 

An audio recording of the session can be considered to show how the lesson went, how the different actors (teacher, pupils) interacted and what the atmosphere in the classroom was like. In order to facilitate such observations and to make them more fruitful, especially at the start of the year, I sometimes give the trainees an observation chart to fill in according to the various perspectives adopted. 

During the assessment sessions back at the IUFM, the trainee who had played the part of the teacher gives an account to all the other students of the lesson as he experienced it, and comments, if needs be, on the discrepancies between what had been planned and what actually happened. The various perspectives adopted by the other trainees are then compared and contrasted under the guidance of the educator who has obviously been attending the lesson. 

Aims of the scheme

The aims of the course connected to this scheme are twofold: they must both meet specific institutional requirements and allow the trainee teachers to become initiated to the analysis of practices developed by maths didactics. 
Institutional aim: to give as close a support as possible to beginning teachers during ordinary teaching tasks. 

Training aim: to allow the trainee teacher to become aware of the various components in teaching practices so that they can develop a reflexive outlook on their own practices.

The scheme presented here has been devised to allow beginning teachers to get a better understanding of the five component parts of practices. 

· The preparation of the lessons at the IUFM, with the help of the educator, means teachers can explore the cognitive component better, by forcing them to define precisely the learning objectives at stake in the adopted setting, which is a difficult task for beginning teachers of whatever background. 

· The preparation of the lessons at the IUFM is also a good opportunity to explain the institutional constraints which teachers will face at any teaching level: the lessons must fit in the course of the teacher who welcomes the trainees in his class and they must also follow official directives.

· Trainee teachers give the lessons they prepare at the IUFM in various classes in the district. They may therefore have to deal with difficult classes in a ZEP
 or “quieter” classes in a city centre, and thus get a grasp of the social diversity of the pupils they will come across throughout their careers. 

· The fact that groups of several trainees operate in the classes enables teachers to observe other people’s practices while getting somebody else’s point of view on their own practices. On top of the professional analysis of observed practices, they can sense how practices are also influenced by personal factors.

Observed effects
Since professional workshops take place in a relatively sheltered environment – trainees operate punctually and in a limited way in classes which are not under their responsibility, and there is no marked evaluation – the lesson analysis which happens before and after is more dispassionate and allows trainee teachers to become aware of the multiple elements which are part of their teaching practices. 

Institutional aim: The support, which trainees get before, during and after the lessons, gives them a sense of security and allows them to learn a lot. They really enjoy those sessions. Trainees become less reluctant to develop teaching settings, they would not have been brave enough to develop on their own. The presence of the educator at each stage of the conception, the development and then the assessment of a lesson means that he or she can answer any of the questions the beginning teachers may ask. Some of the questions and issues would not have come up during the more formal part of their training because they stem from a professional experience, which can only be gained inside a school. 

Training aim: With such a teaching scheme, trainee teachers have to justify their professional choices and to analyse their consequences in the perspective of what the pupils need to learn. They cannot avoid analysing their own practices; even if by so doing they become aware of certain shortcomings, blunders or mistakes. When observing how the lesson went and how the pupils reacted, they can check how relevant were the didactic variables they chose. Trainee teachers can thus realize how important it is to identify the variables at stake and to choose them correctly so as to be able to change them during the lesson or later, when it is being assessed. Special emphasis is put on certain tasks, which depend on the mediative component and are difficult to grasp by a beginning teacher (tasks such as sharing and comparing the various strategies adopted by the pupils when trying to solve a problem). In the assessment, only the coginitive and mediative components of the practices are explored.  The other components, which depend on more subjective variables, are examined less systematically. 

abstract

Professional workshops are very special stages in the education of schoolteachers when the articulation between theory and practice becomes more tangible. All the actors in the education of teachers – both educators and trainees – are involved of the same process, which gives them a better understanding of the problems faced by those who work as teachers. It is also worth noting that because they imply a very close relationship between the trainees and the educators, such schemes allow educators to take into account the diversity of the trainee teachers’ prior experiences and backgrounds. 

Educating teachers through practice and for practice should therefore take pride of place in the initial education of teachers because teachers can thus be initiated to the analysis of their own practice, using concepts developed by maths didactics, and this will facilitate the learning process of their future pupils.  

Summary

In France, schoolteachers who teach mathematics in primary schools are recruited after their licence (equivalent to a BA), once they have passed a competitive examination and spent a year training in an IUFM (Institut Universitaire de Formation des Maîtres). While at the IUFM, they have to choose several modules, some of which involve formal disciplinary study, others gaining professional experience.  In such a setting, professional workshops - special sessions during which it is possible to go back and forth between the “field” (the classroom) and formal study at the IUFM – have been organised with you view to encourage a transversal approach of the training, allowing for specific work on the analysis of practices. The type of analysis, which has been used for this kind of training, is based on the studies carried out in maths didactics on the double approach of teaching practices (Aline Robert, Janine Rogalski). Such an approach takes into account both pupils’ learning but also teachers’ learning while plying their trade. It allows to consider several components in the teachers’ practices (cognitive, mediative, social, institutional and personal components).  This paper gives an account of a scheme, which was developed in the initial education of teachers in order to help trainee teachers to get a grasp of the analysis of practices and to allow them to develop a reflexive outlook on their own practices.  It shows the interest of a training organised for, and through practice. 

� This is the case for « teachers on a supplementary list » : they have not passed the exam, but their rank is high enough for them to be recruited by the ministry of education when there is a shortage of teachers that year.  


� French primary schooling is divided into 3 cycles : cycle 1 (children aged betwen 3 and 6) ; cycle 2 (5 to 8 year olds) ; cycle 3 (8 to 11 year olds)


� The training module called « Preparing and explaining classroom placements, analysing professional practices” amounts to 115 hours out of a total of 475 hours. 


� “Zone d’Education Prioritaire” or deprived area with special educational needs. 
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