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EXPERIENCING COMCEPTUAL GROWTH -
THROUGH STUDYING TEACHING AND LEARNING

In his excellent analysis of public sthoo]ing in the United

States, Crisis in the Classroom, Charles Silberman deals extensively

with what he terms the "mindlessness" of much of what passes for teaching
in public schools today. By “mind1essness” Mr. Silberman 15 referring to
what he has observed to be a collection of diverse, varied, idiosyncratic,.
and even contradictory, teaching practices that lack any systematic, co-
herent or rational base. What is lacking, according to Mr. Silberman, is

" a sense of purpose, a clear and guiding notidn of what teaching and learhing
can and ought to be:. This sense of purpose is central to Mr. Silberman's
criticism of the schools, and he argues that "...the central task of teacher
education...is to provide teachers with a sense of purpose,'or, if you Wi]],:
with a philosophy of education. This means developing teachers' ability
and their desire to’think seriously, deeply and continuously about the ways
in which their curriculum and'teaching methods, classroom and school organ-
jzation, testing and grading procedures, affect purpose and are'affecfed by
it."

‘“The kind of purpose Mr. Silberman refers to cannot be developed
in'methodg courses, at least not in those Conventioné] methods courses which
have as their central objectiveifﬁé securing of certain kinds of specific
methodological competence. - As Dewey stated more than seventy yéars ago,

"to place the emphasis upon the securing of proficiency in feaching and

discipline puts the attention of the...teacher in the wrong place, and tends
to fix it in the wrong direction... For immediate ski1l may be got at the

cost of the power to keep on growing. The teacher who Teaves the professionaj

- school with power in managing a class of children may appear to superior

Q .‘ | _ 3




-2

advantage the first day, the first week, the first month, or‘even the firsf
year. But later progress may with such consist only in perfecting aﬁd refining
skills already possessed. Such.persons seem to know how to teach but they

are not students of teaching."

The task of instilling in teachers a sense of purpose and a deep
commitment to becoming students of teaching presents a significant challenge
for teacher educators. If is a challenge which has gone largely unmet at .
both the preéekVice‘aq@ iqsgrviée levels of teacher education. We are all
painfully familiar with the conventional criticisms Teveled at both preservice
and inservice teacher education, and it is not necessary to restate these
here. Perhaps it is sufficient to say that, at both levels, training programs
hgve; generally, failed to provide practitioners with either a sense of purpose
or with a clear notion of themselves as students ofrtéaching. To put it
another way, we have failed td provide teachers with the tools essential to
ref1ectiVe and sustained professional growth.

The challenge remains. Is it possible to design learning settings
and activities which have, as their primary intent, ;he conceptual growth of
the teacher? And, if so, what are some critical dimensions and elements of
such learning settings and activities? The remaindér of this paper détai]s
a modest effort at the graduate inservice level which appears to have had
an impact on the cdnceptua] growth of the teachers involved, anreffort to
utilize, if you will, schools and school settings as a base for theory

building for the individual teacher.

Rationale
Three basic assumptions underpin and support this effort. Two

of these aésumptions relate to the: nature of children's learning and to
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the teacher role that is 1ogica11y derived from this particular view of

chi1dren's learning. The third assumption is, essentially, an hypothesis

about the kind of inservice program which provides the.conceptuai frame of

reference essential to-the assumpt1on of the part1cu1ar teacher role. Since
' these assumptions are central to th1s effort, they are briefly described.

First, and most centrally, the position is taken that the most
effective educational program for children is one which crows out of and is
guided by chi1dren's needs and interests as these are expressed through
children's own act1v1ty

Secondly, and consistent with this view of children's learning,
the teacher's primary role is that of analytical responding. That is,‘1hw—‘
oraer for children to sustain involvement in 1earning; the teacher's apalytical
responding must be ongoing and based on the children's own decisiog§hand choices

~"about 1earnfhg. _ | |

And finally, teacher‘ana1ytica1 responses of the type deeired are
influenced by the teacher's conceptual frame of reference, by how the teacher
thinks about educational purpose Teacher training experiences which have as
their intent to develop or change the teacher's conceptual frame of reference.
must go beyond the kind of 1nformat1ona1 1nput which resu]ts in mere methodo-
logical competence. In effect, they must act1ve1y 1nvo1ve teachers in the.
Tearning process’in a way that persona]]y validates the exper1ence both‘for
teachers, and inairect1y,‘for their students. That is, teachers maﬁt see
.their,ewn learning experiences as equally valid for.their children. It
'foilows, then, that a']earning setting which is valid for the adu1t 1earner/ -rft

teacher would be s1m11ar to a 1earn1ng setting wh1ch is valid for ch1]dren

Thus, the'tra1n1ng assumpt10n or hypothes1s, that the teacher S ‘own

‘sustained 1nvo]vement in 1earn1ng can be nurtured by part1c1patory exper1ences

e




designed.%or the adult learner/teacher which are based on a conceptual
framework equally appropriate for nurturing children's learning. - Active
participétion in learning can occur through (1) interaction with peers,
teachers and children; (2) interaction with a carefully planned and organ-
ized Jearning envfronment; and (3) a high level of personal input in the

decisions about one's own choices for learning and the evaluating of that

Important components of this conceptual framework for teacher
education require carefui attention to (1) the modeling of Verba] and
non~verbal behaviors by the instructional §taff which are constious,
deliberate and intended to facilitate students' (inservice teachers)
1nvo1vehént with their own learning; (2) the careful planning and |
organization of a well provisioned learning envirqnment which encourages
students (inservice teachers) to participate in personal decisions/choices
‘about their own learning; (3) the basing of curriculum building upon'
information gained from students’ (inservice teachers) own decisions/
choices about learning; and (4) the provision of opportunities to'study
ch{1dren's 1earning over a period of time by planning and implementing
learning activitié§ drawing heavily from the children's community setting
as a source of content.

_ Externa1 support for the components of this conceptua1 framework '
are derived from efforts in several fields. The impact of ‘modeling upon
1earn1ng has boen der*ved from Soc1a1 Learn1ng Theory (Bandura, 1971) |
The significance. of carefully planned and organ1zed 1earn1ng sett1ngs has

been deta11ed in stud1es of 1earn1ng enV1ronments (Jones, 1974 Kr1ubhevsky,‘~’

‘Prescott and wa]]Jng,'1969) and bas1c furn1sh1ngs to support a ]earn1ng iu,i
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environment (Loughlin, 1974). Insights into curricular dec1s1on making
can be derived from (1) studies of child growth and deve1opment with
particular attention given to P1aget (Issacs, 1974) and (2) stud1es of

curriculum and teach1ng (Hughes, 1976; Schwaab 1975, and Yard]ey, 1974).

Constants, Themes and Processes

Before identifying and describingvsome of the class elements
which were felt to be effective inipromotfngﬂteachers' coneenéda{wdndwth,
it seems important to restate the basic assumption which supports the
organizational structure of the course. This assumption is,. briefly,
that the teacher'’ s conceptual level will 1nf1uence the quality of ana1yt1ca1
responses made, and that conceptua1 growth can be nurtured through the
teacher's own sustained involvement in participatory experiences designed
for the adult learner/teacher which are based on a conceptua]kframenork
equally appropriate for'nunturing children's learning. -

In stating th{é assumption it is imnortant to distinguish'between
role playing and mode]ing; At no time did the class instructors model the
role of~the classroom teacher, and at no time did the students (inservice
teachers) assume the role of ch11dren At all times the c1ass instructons
endeavored to model-adult behaviors, to provide adu]t 1eve1 tasks and,
in general, to maintain an inte]]eetua11y rigorous setting. It is the
organization'df the'day and'the tempo and variability of the tasks which
were ‘felt. to~be equally appropriate for adult and,cni1d 1earner§3iandfnot

the content prov1ded : - o
In conceptua11z1ng the class for. th1s descr1pt1on, it was found
useful to organ1ze the class e1ements under three head1ngs These e]ements;f

Care 1dent1f1ed and br1ef1y descr1bed, and a v1sua1 presentat1on has been ll7h



prepared to illustrate their interaction.

Elements
Constants Themes Processes
Planned Provision ~  Teacher Behavior Modeling
for Input
Planned Provision Analysis _ Experiencing
for Variability
Planned Provision Learning Arrange- Conceptualizing ' .
for Personal- ments R
Interpersonal ‘
Concerns Physical Environ- Working with Children
‘ment
Planned Provision Personalizing

for Redundancy

Planned Provision
for Orchestration

Constants. Constants may be redarded as pervasive instructional
concerns. That is, in the p1anning‘bf ciass experiences special attention
was given to providing a balanced, rotational exposure to these organizationa1
strands. For our purposes, constants may be regarded as organ1zat1ona] |
un1versa1s in the sense that they were regarded .as essential 1ngred1ents
of a learning setting that is based on the assumption ofxequal appropr1ate-
ness for both -adult and child learners. The centrality of Constants cannot
be over emphasized. It is the pervasive and thoughtful attention to tnese
learning setting elements which promotes transferabd1ity and internalization.

Perhaps a brief description of Constants would be useful at -
this point. - "P1anned Provision for Input" means, quite d1rect1y, that

the 1nstruct1ona1 staff d1d have an agenda .Content organ1zed around the .1\;

'dThemes was presented, and student (1nserv1ce teachers) 1nput of - many k1nds

ot
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was solicited. "“Planned Provision for Variabi]ity" was an integral part
of each day's activities._'Content was presented in a number of forms

and through different media, the type and tempo of activities were

varied, groupings varied in both composition and tasks, etc. "Planned
Provision for Personal/Interpersonal Concerns" was met through instructor
determined groupings, self-selected groupings, task preference groupings,
self-determined activities, etc. "P]anned.Provision for Redundancy" was
.”prov1ded through deliberately planned follow-up activities, through the
integration of content, through instructor and student (inservice teachers)
modeling, through work with children, through classroom visitations, etc. |
"Planned Provision for Orchestration" was a pervasive concenn; Content

was deliberately integreted, new material was related to past learnings,
activities were integrative in nature, events were planned to move according

to student (inservice teachers) needs, etc.

IDQEQE Themes may be regarded as the organ1zers “around which.

the class content was developed. It is important to note that themee

and content were not viewed as ends in themselves. Rather, the Themes

were regarded as useful descriptive organ1zers, and the content organized
around the Themes served an- 1n1t1a1 informative funct1on Through the
Process experiences which were planned for the students (inservice teachers),
}content was transformed and personally reformulated. It is in this sense
that content rather than be1ng an end 1n ‘jtself, was regarded as a format1ve

.- tool for conceptua] growth.

Content woven into the Themes was integrated and mu1t1d1sc1p11nary,':¥¥

drawn from many sources in the behavor1a1 and soc1a1 sc1ences Content

: ‘drawn from the d1sc1p11nes 1nc1uded data re]at1ng to child deve]opment,vvon_yf“ .




curriculum theory, group processes and socialization, to 1ist a Tew
examples. Each area was necessary and present in each of the four
.Iﬂgmg areas.

Perhaps a brief listing of a few specific study areas through
which content was -thematically focused would be useful at this point.
In the Theme "Teacher Behavior", for example, study areas included
teacher role, attending to children's cues, reading andfinférﬁreting
chi]dren's cues, responding to children and studying teaching, to name
a few. The Theme "Analysis" appeared in the study of teaching, in the
obseryaiion of children, in the study of environments and in curricu]ﬁm
decision making, to name a few. In’the Theme "Learning Arrangements"
study areas inc]uded children's groupfﬁgs, group dynamics, peer relations,
pacing and peer teach1ng/1earn1n§;“£6 name a few The Theme "Physica]
Environment" included study areas related to the organization of space
and materials, the provisioning of learning environments and the relation- :

ship of space to teacher and child behavior.

Unlike Constants, Themes and the content organized around them

are not regarded as uniyersa]s. For different purposes and fqz;different
levels, a different choéﬁe of organizers and content would 1ikely be made.
Fﬂrifhis particular class the themes selected seemed appropriate, although .
others might well have been equally appropriate. '
Processes. In the conventional educational sense of the word,

'“processes" are 1nferred events. But "processés" may also be regarded
“as.a systemat1c series of actions directed roward some end. It is this
‘1atter mean1ng which 1is most appropr1ate in this context Fo? the pUrpbse§» 

of - th1s discussion Eﬁggg§§g§_may be regarded as 1nstructor p1anned events ;f_f";
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which are intended to lead the learner (inservice teachers) to a reformu-
lation, or, if you will, to a higher level of conceptualization. These
process events were carefully planned by the instructiona]pstaff and class
activities were deliberately structured to demand their oeturrence.

| - Creating a learning sett1ng which demands the personal reformu-
lation of information is regarded ds an important element of the class.
Past experience has shown that, by itself, informational input is not
highly effective in promoting teachers' conceptual growth. Converse1y,
planned events which demand the reformulation of input appear.to be
related to conceptual growth.

Perhaps an example of what is meant by Processes wou]d be

useful at this point. Assume, for example, that content is "Modeled”
by the class instructors through their arrangement of the class physica]
environment, through their analysis of the effectiveness of the physical
environment, through their use of the physical environment in certain
ways, etc. Students (inservice teachers) are encouraged to critically
evaluate the effectiveness of the class physical environment, to rearrange
the class physical environment to meet their own learning needs, to observe
and ana]yze the sunmer sess1on ch11dren s classrooms, etc. Through the
__redundancy of verbal and phys1ca1 "Mode11ng" and through the process of . ;
iiving in an active, changing physical environment students (1nserv1ce -
teachers) "Experience" physical environment, learn to view it 1n ‘many
ways and, in general, become highly conscious of concepts re]ated to
’ phys1ca1 environment. Through "Working w1th Ch11dren" in m1croteach1ng

-‘and curr1cu1um study groups, they further ref1ne and apply these concepts

j‘They d1scuss, plan and arrange the1r m1croteach1ng and curr1cu1um study vt_vf*"*“

11




veducat1ona1 sett1ng, the Themes bring focus to the know]edge/5ubstance oE TW@

.actions between Constants, Themes and Processes produce a high 1eve1 of ':7~
'redundancy for the students (1nserv1ce ‘teachers). Each Theme is encountered
aga1n and again, in d1frerent sett1ngs, and it 1s used again and aga1n through

“each of;thevf1ve Processes. -
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envircnments in terms of what they wish to accomplish with children. They
observe the effectivenass of the physical environments in which they are
functioning as students and they develop an analytical awareness of their

own classrooms and other learning settings. And; individually and in groups,
they prepare scale layouts of their own classrooms and experiment with
different physical arrangements. They are, in effect, "Personalizing”

the 1nforvat1ona1 input an “"Physical Environment.' ; 3

What has been learned is not a carbon copy of the informational.
input, but rather a highly distilied and personally nseful set of conceptual
tools. Procexseq such as the ones described will not result in “methodo]ogicé] :
competence" in the usual sense of the term, but there is evidence to suggest
that they are facilitating to the develcpment of conceptua} and analytical
c]arity.'

The process avents jdentified in this paper are not advanced as
universals, but rather as events which appear to be effective in promoting
conceotual growth in teachers. what is clear is that, by itself, 1nformationa1_
input is not highly effective in promoting teachers' conceptua] grthh. Ways
must be provided to enable students (inservice teachers) to make persona]
meanings for the1r own teaching.

- To summarize, it could be said that the Constants estab11sh the

the course; while the Processes bring about conceptua] growth The 1nter-h

12
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Class Setting and Organization

Tt is beyond the scope of this paper, perhaps not even central
to its purpose, to provide a detailed description activities,
or even a single day's activities. It is hoped - a@ VoLuui presentation

will effectively communicate both the underlying organizational structure

of the class and a representative sample of class activit{es. Accordingly,

“the following description of the class setting and organization will be .

brief.

A nine hour gfaduate credit course was designed for 40 practicing

vteachers;\theecourse\dnvo1vedxanxdnstructionaJwteamqoﬂxthreevand~met\dailgk;x<x~v

for a five hour‘b1ock of time over a period of six weeks. The class was:

- coordinated with an e1ementary school summer educational program and was .

housed within the e1ementary scnoo] sett1ng sc that ch11dren ‘were an ongo1ng

source of study and so that c]ass environment provided strengths and 11m1tat1ons‘

~similar to each student s (inservice teacher) own classroom sett1ng.

The organization of the day was designed to provide a well-paced

flow in terms of conceptual growth, the processing and va1idating of input

“in relationship to previdus knowledge and experiences, and the providing

for self-selection.
While lectures did provide certain input, much inp: for
processing was introduced through planned committee cycles. Committees

on a task/activity designed by the instructional staff. Membership in a

committee was determined by the staff. Some committee tasks were universa1

in that all committees dealt with the task over a three day cycle; other

committee tasks were p]anned for a specific group based on data co11ected

concerning needs, strengths and interests of each student (1nserv1ce
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teacher). Composition of committee membership was changéd weekly. In

addition to committee membership, every student (inservice teacher)

part1c1pated in two other kinds of groups which remained constant over

the ¢ix week period. One group focused on the study of Yeachiny ‘“rough -
microteachinc sessions w1fh children; the other, curriculum study with
children. Childran were a source for daily study ofmfeach1ng and 1earn1ng
The composition of the study of teaching groups was self-selected. It was
felt that a great deal of trust and comfortableness with. each other was

1equ1red in order for succpsd‘u1 observation and analysis of m1croteach1ng

N
s bR

;The 1nst§uct1ona1 staff assigned students (1nserv1ce teachers) to curr1cu1um

study in order to enhance the variety of characteristics brought to the group.

I+ was felt that a variety of experiences, knowledge backgrounds, and be]iefs

~could be drawn from in the p1anning, implementing and”studykdf curriculum - -

building over a peried of time with a particular group of children.
A large block of time was devoted to self-selection. Students

(inservice teachers) became engaged in activities of their own choosing.

" Learning and confidence were developed through encounters ‘with construct1on

1n woodwork1ng, sewing, electr1c1ty and auto ma1ntenance, to name a few
Discussions, readings, and thinking were approached and revisited in many

forms. Spontaneous gvoups formed and reformed around mutual interests -

~and s se1‘—and ‘group- designed tasks

Co11ect1ve]y, the class activities were designed to encoafadé"'f~W“flf_
personal conceptua1 growth through input experiences, %hrough process1ng
and va11dat1ng experiences with children and with peers, and through the
provision of opportun1t1es for the deve1opment of persona1 1nterpersona1“

skills and competencies. These act1v1t1es were carried out in a setting

14
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which was designed to encourage, even demand, personal d¢zcision/choice
making, thoughtful analysis and.reformu1ation. The teﬁpo, structure and
~variability of the activities providéd were ‘regarded as appropriate fér
both adult and ch{1d learners. Although the content was at the adult
,1evg1, the flow of the day and learning 1ements provided Qere‘not
.un1%ke those that might be provided for ~hi*-- n. At all times the claés
instructors endeavored to model facilitating teaéher behavior and a problem
solving attitude. Students (insérvfce teachers) were encouraged to develop

-

their own learning agendas.

Evidence of Conceptual Growth

At the present time there are three sources from which evidence
of conceptual growth js available. These are in-class observations and
coﬁments, classroom observations, and observations and comments from non-
participants.

Some suggestions of conceptual growth were evident during thé
ciass. Students' (inservice teachers) writings reflected ongoing efforts

to study their own teaching and learning. Students (inservice,teachers)f‘.N
placed daily reflections in their jndividual f61ders, and these were |
read and responded to by the instructional staff on an'eVery;gther day

basis. These records revealed that many individuals were rethinking
-.éﬁd";efaﬁmﬁ1afih§'fhéi?h6f{bﬁémbfvf§56ﬁﬁﬁgmand“Tearning:MfIndividualm~NWWWw«“;
and group discussions with the class instructors ana observations of |
group and individual behavior in the class setting revealed a great deal

of growth, particularly in personal decision/choice making and in analytical

skills. s 15
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Occaswonal informal observations in class participants' classrooms

are equally encouraging. These observations reveal careful, de11berate

interactions with chitdren, awareness of environmental impacts on classroom

1ife and children's learning, and confident decision making about curriculum

which is based on knowledge of children and their own choices for learning.
Such observatior’ f:7 and they do revea]la groat deal of

wsurface" behavior. But surface behavior does not always reveal the teacher's

conceptual frame of reference. In an effort to determine the possible-

influence of the class experience on the teacher's conoeptual frame of

reference, one of the class instructors worked two days each week for

one semester in the classrooms of two teachers who had participated in

the class. One of the teachers was a class pérticipant three years ago,

the other two years ago. This intensive experience enabled the irgfinuctor

to be involved in ongoing cizssroom planning, to tap, so to speak, e

teachers' conceptual framewcks. The experience was encouraging. “here

" was much evidence of the uz=z of constructs and concepts from the cYass

experience, but not a literal use. These teachers showed a highly personalized C
and situational use of ciass experiences. Or, to put it another way, these |
teachers used constructs and concepts as tools as opposed to ready-made
solutions.

Beyond the ev 1“uncE5‘observed 1n the c1ass sett1ng and im class

participants' c]assrocns Tmure are other encourag1ng signs of conceptua1ib»mm
growth. Unsol1c1ted comme— from other university instructors in whose
classes many former c1assw:nrt1c1pants have t:2n enrolled suggest that‘
these students are not1reab1y thoughtful, intellectually 1ndependent -and

analyt1ca1. Principals and turr1cu1um consu]tants have noted and reported

16
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that the classrooms of former class participants are usually "well organized"

and that "difficult" children do better in these classrooms.
| These observations are not offered ag incontrovertable proof.
They are informal, subjective and tentative. But, taken together, they
do suggest that something is happening. Better and "harder" data are
heeded, and presently several doctoral level students are involved in
designing %nstrumentation and methodology which will enable a more precise
and.objective study of the class and its outcomes. |

For the moment, at 1eas£, it does not appear unreasonable to
cautiously advance the notioq’that it is indeed possible to désign learning
settings which.promoté conceptual growth in teackers, and that these learning

settings are not unlike those st @re-effective -for children.
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