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INTRODUCTION

This paper describes the conceptualisation and planning of a study of the professional learning of novice teachers in an internship in an Australian university. To assist our planning we have conducted pilot interviews of current interns. We have also undertaken considerable theory development, some of which is outlined in this paper. The study aims to contribute to the further development of the internship by improving the conditions for professional learning. Since the problems faced by those designing teacher education and professional development programs have some similarities from one institution to another, and from one country to another, we hope our work will be of general interest.

The professional, political and social context

The research is planned at a time when there is a heightened interest on the part of policy makers, as well as professionals and their employers, in what constitutes professional competence (Walker 1995a, Scott 1995) and in what policies, practices, education and training lead to improved means of developing, assessing and improving competence. Interest in workplace learning has developed in this context. Our knowledge of professional learning and workplace learning generally,  however, is not as well developed as knowledge of learning in formal education and training situations (Nowlen 1988).

The Australian government recently commissioned an investigation of the workplace learning of teachers, designed to help fill this gap. The study found that teachers in the sample universally acknowledged the importance of workplace learning and the expertise deriving from it. Teachers’ workplace learning, it was found, is sometimes unconscious and has to be inferred from teachers’ practice (a point we take up later with the concept of a teacher’s theory-in-use), though teachers usually make conscious decisions about how much and what type of deliberate workplace learning they will undertake and it is usually self-directed and evaluated, sustained by intrinsic motivation and allied to personal meaning. When it is most personally and professionally significant it takes place over a long period. Moreover, effective professional development programs usually create an explicit role for it (National Board of Employment, Education and Training 1994, pp. 91-92). The present study picks up these themes within an internship situation.

This is also a time when Australian universities are under pressure to demonstrate the short and medium term outcomes of the education their graduates have received. One area of particular concern is the employment related attributes of graduates and their relation to career opportunities and employer and government satisfaction with the investment made in higher education. The point of entry into employment is becoming a focus of increasing professional, economic and political interest (National Board of Employment, Education and Training 1992), leading to the development of standards of professional competence for beginning teachers (Preston and Walker 1993; Walker 1996), applied in turn to initial teacher education programs (Preston and Kennedy 1995).



The internship

Internship is one way to make the transition into teaching smoother and constructive for the novice and others in the workplace. From a research point of view, the internship experiences of novice professionals provide an opportunity to increase our knowledge of how practitioners learn, on the job, the skills which turn them into competent and perhaps eventually expert professionals.

The use of internships in Australian teacher education has increased markedly in the past few years, especially in the state of New South Wales. The internship investigated in the present study was developed and is operated in collaboration with the New South Wales Department of School Education, the Australian Education Union and local schools, and was introduced in 1995 by the Faculty of Education at the University of Western Sydney, Nepean, situated in a vast and generally disadvantaged region. Two fundamental aims are to provide a genuine collaboration between key education stakeholders in Western Sydney and to connect theory and practice intimately in teacher education.

The centrepiece of the program, a ten week teaching block for interns, is preceded by fourteen weekly orientation school visits. During the teaching block the interns, qualified early childhood and primary teachers with a three year BTeach. degree, undertaking a fourth year conversion course leading to a BEd., assume full responsibility for teaching a class for three days of each week. A fourth day is spent gathering data for an action research project and a fifth day is open for consultation with university advisers, peer learning and reading and reflection. (Where the action research is woven into the intern’s teaching activities, no distinction is made between teaching days and research days.) On either side of the internship period, all interns also undertake on-campus coursework in research methodology, educational policy studies, curriculum integration and elective studies.

The program carries significant benefits for participating schools. During the thirty-six teaching days at the school the intern, known as the “associate teacher”, is paired with an experienced teacher, known as the “colleague teacher”, who is released to engage in a school designed professional development program or activities to enhance teaching and learning in the school. In 1995 and 1996 this time has been used by participating schools for such activities as developing programs for gifted and talented students, establishing literacy initiatives and writing school policy statements.

Rather than acting as a practicum supervisor, the colleague teacher assumes the role of mentor to the inexperienced intern. Before the internship commences, colleague teachers participate in fifteen hours of training with university staff to familiarise them with the principles of the internship, the intern’s responsibilities and the special role of the colleague teacher as mentor. This training is followed by meetings of colleague teachers and university staff, throughout the remainder of the year, including a final debriefing at the end of the year.

These meetings, as well as regular discussions between university staff, are crucial. They are of course important in the immediate situation, for effectiveness with the current cohort of interns. Yet furthermore, in the early stages of development of the internship project at UWS Nepean, the aim is to build up an experienced group of mentors in a stable group of schools working with the university in the internship. In this process there is negotiation as well as trial and error. There is need for further clarification of the mentor’s role, and we acknowledge that the mentor goes through stages of development (Cameron 1995) noting the suggestion (Saunders, Pettinger and Tomlinson 1995) that “mentoring requires a balance to be struck between a benign apprenticeship model, where the role  is mainly exemplary and pastoral, and a more professional approach where the mentor’s role is to challenge students to think about what they do in the context of theory” (Galton 1996, p.4). Galton points out that there is another question to be considered: “whether in the context of a theory of professional development, the same teacher is most suitable for both these tasks” (Galton 1996, p.4). We intend to follow up, in our research, some of the problems raised in Galton’s study in respect of this question, including his claim that “we have no theories of how ‘teachers learn to teach’ nor, more importantly, do we have theories of how experienced teachers learn to teach better” (Galton 1996, p.15; referring to Eisenhart, Behm and Romagnano 1991) which, as we shall show, we regard as slightly overstated.



PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF EXPERTISE:  THE ROLE OF FEEDBACK

Research background

Much of the relevant research concerns observed and postulated differences between novices and experts, on which there is now a substantial body of work. Whether the novice/expert distinction is itself too crude for an understanding of teacher development is an issue we do not address in this paper, although we find plausible Berliner’s (1992) theory of five levels (novice, beginner, competent, proficient and expert), with the proviso that we do not see expertise as necessarily global, nor the levels as all or nothing stages. It is probably usual that any one individual is more expert in some aspects of teaching than others, and that different individuals have different mixes of levels of expertise on different dimensions of professional performance. (See Walker and Hatton 1996 for a discussion Berliner’s work and teacher expertise generally in the light of Sternberg and Horvath’s (1995) prototype model of expertise.)

In this research we are concentrating on one particular dimension of expertise. There is evidence that one major difference between novices and more highly developed professionals lies in the ways they pick up, process and act upon feedback within their work environment. Borko and Livingston (1989) found that novice teachers reflecting after a mathematics lesson were most aware of events in the lesson that reflected on their abilities in classroom management; whereas experts were scarcely concerned with classroom management and focused on student understanding. In other words there was a qualitative difference in the feedback picked up and acted upon by experts as compared with novices. Evans (1992a) reports research suggesting that novice teachers tend, for instance, not to pick up certain cues from their class for use as indicators of the success of their teaching performance but to rely on the implementation of pre-set programs and to focus on how well the implementation is proceeding; whereas experts tend to focus on what they are looking at and listening to. Evans argues that the use of indicators to assess present performance is a highly professional act and generally demarcates the expert professional from the novice.

This use of indicators through feedback seeking and monitoring is one dimension of professional reflection—reflection in action—(Evans, Galbraith and Goos 1993; Schön 1983; Zeichner 1993) and it seems increasingly clear that reflection is a skill that has to be learned (Schön 1987; Goos, Evans and Galbraith 1994). This is essential for learning from experience and for improvement in performance. Experts can do this almost by second nature; novices usually have to be deliberate in early stages and to evolve feedback skills through trial and error, with or without help from peers and more experienced practitioners (Evans 1992b). We believe that this is at least a beginning for a theory of how teachers learn to teach, although we stress, in the spirit of the point, noted above, made by Eisenhart, Behm and Romagnano (1991) and Galton (1996), that there is a need for theory development and testing through empirical research

There is a body of research on learning and feedback which has not by and large been noted or used by theorists and researchers of teacher development, and which provides the basis for a beginning theory of how teachers learn to teach (Ashford and Cummings 1983; Davies and Jacobs 1985; De Gregorio and Fisher 1985; Ilgin, Fisher, and Taylor, 1979). It is readily linked in with cognitive theory and with the theoretical basis for the professional learning model used in the present study (Ashby 1952; Argyris and Schön, as outlined below. It is for these reasons, as we have said, that we regard the claim that there is no theory of how teachers learn to teach. 

Contribution of the present study

Assuming that such skills are learned, or largely learned, the study whose conceptualisation and planning are reported in this paper aims to discover ways in which such professional learning can be facilitated, and to contribute to our knowledge of which, if any, of these skills can be taught.

By focusing on the development of interns’ capacity to receive, process and act upon feedback from their students and their teacher colleagues, we hope to produce a body of data and hypotheses relevant to designing contexts and strategies in teacher education which will assist teacher interns and preservice teachers to develop feedback skills more quickly and powerfully so as to advance their professional learning.

Some relevant assumptions and hypotheses have, of course, been built into the design of the internship itself, in particular the following aspects of design:

each intern’s action research project has to  be an inquiry into a practical educational problem relevant to the intern’s own professional development;

 as well as being paired with a colleague teacher in a mentor relationship, each intern has a university adviser for the action research project; and

interns form small “collegial groups” of seven people each for mutual support and sharing of each other’s developing knowledge and experience. 

Thus it is assumed that learning through experience in the workplace can be strengthened by structured practical inquiry, an experienced mentor, advice from university specialists and peer learning. Scepticism as to whether novice and beginning teachers are capable of reflection of the type suggested in the reflective practitioner model (McIntyre 1992) may be softened when it is recognised that reflection, in the first instance, is learned most effectively in collegial relationships rather than individually in isolation (Oja, Diller, Corcoran and Andrew 1992).

Experience with action research projects so far

The experience of interns in 1995, where it was not always clear whether the interests of the school or the professional learning needs of the intern should take priority in the determination of action research problems, suggested that a clear priority should be stated. The resolution was to stipulate that the research problem must originate in the learning needs to the associate teacher rather than in those of the colleague teacher or the school and must involve the use of teaching/learning approaches that would inform the associate teacher’s professional practice. This was supplemented by the stipulation that the research problem must accommodate the needs of students in the associate teacher’s class.

To illustrate this, the following is a typical example of the process and outcomes of research problem formulation. One associate teacher was interested in researching the relationship between students’ oracy and their self confidence, and wished to develop her professional skills in teaching oracy. From her colleague teacher she learned that five children in the class were extremely shy and reticent to speak either publicly or privately. Consequently, a problem based action research project was designed in collaboration with the colleague teacher to investigate the relationship between confidence, oracy and teaching methodologies through structured teaching and learning activities while enhancing the associate teacher’s skills. The research project is being conducted with the entire class although the collection of comprehensive research data is being limited to the five “case study” children.

Feedback from the colleague teachers has also been positive:

several have commented that the required relationship between the action research and improvement of professional practice has dissolved perceived boundaries between theory and practice and between the roles of teacher and researcher;

as a result of the collaborative process, several colleague teachers have become co-researchers with the associate teachers (this is being monitored so that the project remains the responsibility of the associate teacher);

because most associate teachers are incorporating their research projects into routine classroom practice, the basic design of three days per week for teaching and one day for action research is modified from case to case so that the research can be conducted over a negotiated number of days.

It should be noted, however, that some colleague teachers in the 1996 group have been reticent about the interns’ research commitments and have questioned their relationship to the “real world” of teaching. For these teachers, the dichotomies between teacher/researcher, observer/participant and teacher/learner remain powerful conceptual divides defining their world view and identity as teachers. At the time of writing of this paper the internship is under way and we are in close communication with these teachers to ascertain their experience in relation to the interns’ research and any developments in their attitudes. This has also raised questions about the selection of colleague teachers to participate in the internship.



THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

Methodological issues

The above assumptions all depend, in turn, on an assumption at a deeper level: that insofar as designed teacher education and professional development can contribute to the improvement of practice this will be through explicitly explained, consciously understood and deliberately implemented knowledge, skills, values and attitudes, whether these are derived from an established knowledge base in the literature or the experience of the mentor or university adviser, or from critical reflection on experience and conscious reconstruction of practical action. Development and improvement are mediated through, if not always constructed from, conscious cognition. This is not to exclude imitation of model demonstrations of practice by experienced practitioners, though even in such cases there will mostly be some element of conscious awareness and deliberate action.

In this respect, “theory into practice” and “reflection on practice” approaches are alike in their practical epistemology of professional learning, however they may otherwise differ. Indeed this epistemology underpins all university teacher education programs. Nevertheless, as Evans, Galbraith and Goos (1993) point out, if we look at the workplace practice of teachers it is not always easy to be clear whether an individual teacher’s actions are performed as a consequence of conscious policy, theory or decision, or whether they are proceduralised and automatic responses to a situation (see also Borko and Livingstone 1989; Leinhardt and Greeno 1986). Moreover, we lack a systematic understanding of which changes in practice are the result of deliberately and gradually translating “declarative knowledge” into procedures (Anderson 1982, 1990).

However, it is generally agreed that, minimally, practitioners do possess a body of more or less explicit, as well as tacit or implicit knowledge which in some way influences their actions. Evans, Galbraith and Goos speak of “activated knowledge” in the situation of professional action: this includes beliefs about and attitudes to students, content, learning processes, teaching procedures and the context of teaching, as well as the teacher’s overall view of teaching, or model of teaching in a particular context (Weil and Joyce 1978). If so, a key question is how that knowledge is activated and exactly what use is made of it. While we may suppose that it is activated and used in a variety of ways by any particular teacher, and that there will be differences in patterns of activation and usage between teachers, as Evans, Galbraith and Goos point out (see also Yinger 1986) there is a shortage of methodology for deciding “whether such knowledge acts as an explicit source of action or whether it is used continually to evaluate actions or designs for action once they are performed or constructed” or, presumably both, and if so when one and when the other.

This would seem to be a critical methodological lacuna in our capacity to develop an understanding of teachers’ knowledge and learning relevant to the design of teacher education and professional development. The identification of this gap enables us to formulate in sharp terms the problem of the relationship between theory and practice: how do practitioners use theory and how does their use change as they become more experienced and expert? One aim of the present study is to contribute to the development of such a methodology. (In pursuing this aim, we believe that Evans and his colleagues are too modest: their own study, using a somewhat different and more quantitative methodology than ours, makes a relevant and valuable contribution. See also the work of Butler (1990) on nurse competencies.)



Theories of action

Our approach makes use of the work of Argyris and Schön (Argyris 1982, Argyris and Schön 1974, 1996; Argyris, Putnam, and McLain-Smith 1985; Schön 1982, 1987) and its further development in educational research by Robinson (1993), whose “problem-based methodology” draws also on the work of Simon (1973) and Nickles (1981) on problem solving and on the work of philosophical theorists of educational research methodology such as Haig (1987), Phillips (1980) and Walker and Evers (1986, 1994). We, in turn, have further developed and supplemented the work of these writers to develop what we call “problem-based action research”.

The basic concept in the Argyris/Schön framework is theory of action. Practitioners’ actions and professional learning can be explained by reference to the theories of action they hold. A theory of action includes beliefs or assumptions about the constraints under which the practitioner is operating (i.e. a theory of situation or context) an account of the problems facing the practitioner in pursuit of practical goals and understandings of possible solutions. The point of a theory of action is to generate, by inquiry in action, solutions to those problems.

Each practitioner, at all times, operates on the basis of consciously and unconsciously held theories of action, the set of which constitutes the practitioner’s theory of practice—in the case of teachers, a theory of the practice of teaching. To reflect upon one’s practice is to theorise: one cannot reflect without a theory (empiricism has no place in professional learning). Theories of action always include future possibilities, in the form of options which are potential solutions to present problems. We thus reject McIntye’s (1992) distinction between reflection as referring only to present practices and theorising as encompassing future possibilities.

Theories of action operate on two levels: espoused theory and theory-in-use. Espoused theories are discovered by questioning practitioners concerning their aims, beliefs and values. Theories-in-use are discovered by observing practitioners in action and in some cases by questioning them about past actions. Practice, then, is driven by theories-in-use, which may or may not match the theories explicitly espoused by practitioners. Awareness of the degree of congruence or divergence between one’s espoused theory and one’s theory-in-use is a hallmark of professional maturity and responsibility and is the product of critical reflection  (Schön) on and in practice and of critical dialogue  (Robinson) with colleagues and others. It should be stressed that congruence is not necessarily only or best achieved by rendering theory-in-use congruent with espoused theory, or by assuming that we must always put our consciously held theories into practice. The sometimes unconscious knowledge and values of theory-in-use may be wiser and more effective than our espousals, and critical reflection should lead, accordingly, to revision of espoused theory in the light of practical experience. There will of course be occasions when it will be the other way round.

Practical inquiry (Walker 1995b) occurs at the explicit, conscious and deliberate level where the practitioner attempts to implement and test espoused theory and become critically aware of theory-in-use. It also occurs at the implicit, tacit, unconscious level where theories-in-use, whether they are the routinised outcomes of successfully implemented espoused theory (Anderson 1982, 1990)—i.e. where successful solutions to past problems become habit, or second nature)—or effects of internal psychological factors or external influences on practice of which the practitioner is unaware.

Whether or not the practitioner is aware of a particular practice which they are conducting, to solve present problems (which would not exist if past practice were continuing to be entirely successful) requires learning: practitioners’ theories of action change through the learning outcomes of practical inquiry. In our theory there are two relevant types of learning: single loop and double loop learning (Ashby 1952; Argyris and Schön 1974).

Some problems can be solved by making changes which do not challenge core (central and fundamental) values and beliefs about one’s practice and about the nature of the problem and how to solve it. They can be solved by adjustment or refinement of current practices. This is single loop learning, leading to first order change. In many cases, however, problems cannot be solved without challenging and changing core values and beliefs, which is required when the practitioners’ theories of action are themselves part of the cause of the problem. To solve the problem requires that they change.

This is double loop learning, leading to second order change. It is facilitated by a model of individual and organisational learning which is designed to promote valid information, free and informed choice and internal commitment to the choice and constant monitoring of its implementation. It will involve designing situations on a model where participants can experience personal causation and support each other in their learning. Argyris and Schön call such a model “Model 2”, in contrast to “Model 1” (both models are presented in Appendix 1) in which the aim is to maximise winning and minimise losing, and in which people withhold information, often with the kindly intention of protecting themselves and others, but with the result of preventing double loop learning, which is characteristic of Model 2 (Argyris and Schön 1974, Chs 4 and 5; Robinson 1993, Ch. 3). Clearly, from the point of view of promoting helpful feedback on professional performance, the sooner the interns and their colleague teachers and university advisers can move from Model 1 to Model 2, and from single to double loop learning, the better. Programs need to be designed to facilitate this.

In the case of practitioners, we may postulate a learning loop as a cycle in which, first, action driven by the practitioner’s theory-in-use is taken in the environment, data in the form of perception by the practitioner is picked up in response to the action and fed back into the theory-in-use. The data picked up, or in other words the feedback obtained, is both “selected” through the beliefs, concepts, values and problem-frames of the practitioner (i.e. through a focusing of theory-in-use on the immediate context) and on reception filtered through a template also generated by theory-in-use. The feedback of practical action is “theory-laden” in the same way as is the data collected in scientific experiments (Walker and Evers 1986).

Reflection-in-action is the continuous conscious monitoring of presently occurring practice in view of immediate feedback, the monitoring of the feedback process itself (a procedure which is itself of course part of presently occurring practice) and any consequent adjustment or replacement of practices. Where an adjustment is made, single loop learning has occurred and theory-in-use is intact though slightly modified; where a replacement or a radical revision occurs as a result of reconsideration of key beliefs and values in the light of feedback, double loop learning has occurred and theory-in-use is fundamentally changed or replaced. Critical reflection, that is to say, occurs through a second loop, in which the feedback taken into theory in use is in turn fed into the conscious awareness of espoused theory and professional judgements are made which then lead to changes in the central beliefs and values of theory-in-use. Critical reflection, through double loop learning, leads to greater congruence between espoused theory and theory-in-use.

Theories of action of novice teachers in internship

Although the associate teachers are required to interact and learn from many people in the school, our interviews of the 1995 cohort suggest, unsurprisingly, that their principal interactions will be with their colleague teacher and their students; and so these will be the main sources of feedback in the workplace. We represent diagrammatically the sets of learning loops pertaining to an associate teacher in Appendix 2.

In single loop learning there is a continuously running central feedback loop with sets of branch loops taking in feedback from the actions (including the words) of the colleague teacher on the one side (Branch Feedback Loop Set I) and from students on the other (Branch Feedback Loop Set II). There will of course be other branch loop sets, picking up feedback from other teachers, university advisers other associate teachers, and so on. Recognising the theory-ladenness of the perceptual process in obtaining feedback in action (and on past or proposed future action), the diagram shows feedback from colleague teacher and students being picked up by the associate teacher’s action/perception loop, not (in contrast to empiricist accounts) impinging directly on the theory-in-use. Similarly, the diagram recognises that not all actions of colleague teacher or students are picked up as feedback material. The diagram recognises, too, that the associate teacher will perceive interaction, but not all interaction, between the colleague teacher and the students. It recognises that what is action from the associate teacher’s point of view is feedback from the points of view of the colleague teacher and the students.

In single loop learning there is no necessary interaction between theory-in-use and espoused theory, nor is there any necessity for the practitioner to be able to articulate their practice, to reflect critically upon it. There may be such articulation, but its tenuous character is represented by the dotted line. This is not the case with double loop learning, where the articulation which is part of critical reflection is essential and the line is unbroken.

In double loop learning there is a clear second loop, completing a figure 8, from the associate teacher’s theory in use running out and back again, through espoused theory, into theory-in-use. This may cause one of two outcomes. First, as explained by Argyris and Schön, double loop learning may bring about a change in the core values or action settings of theory-in-use. But second (not recognised by Argyris and Schön), it may also cause revisions in espoused theory bringing into closer congruence with theory-in-use. Either way, double loop learning not only increases congruence between espoused theory and theory-in-use, where there is incongruence double loop learning is necessary to reduce or eliminate it.

Given this analysis, an obvious question is what stimulates double loop learning in novice teachers? The obvious response, given our theory of action perspective, is that the answer is a matter for inquiry. Nevertheless, the work of Argyris and Schön suggests that people need help to move from single to double loop learning, and from Model 1 to Model 2 (Argyris 1982, p. 101). A major element of such help will be the provision of alternative solutions to practitioners’ problems and support for practitioners in making the personal and professional changes necessary to move to alternatives should they so choose. Alternative solutions may come from many different sources, but in teacher education and professional development three are most likely: the experienced teacher with whom the intern or student teacher is working, the university academic who is familiar with relevant research and trained in the theory and practice of promoting double loop learning and peers who are encountering similar problems in their own practice. It is sensible to design programs containing each of these three sources of professional knowledge, preferably in mutually supportive and respectful ways. The UWS Nepean internship, as we have stated, has this assumption built into its design.

The diagrams in Appendix 2 enable us to analyse data relevant to understanding the kind of feedback the associate teacher seeks and is open to from the colleague teacher on the one hand and from the students on the other, and to focus on relevant differences. In other words, they enable us to use the data we obtain to better understand the associate teacher’s theories about teachers and students as these affect, in theory-in-use, professional practice and professional learning.



Problem-based Action Research

A specific model of problem-based action research, building on the work of Argyris, Schön and Robinson, has been devised prior to this study and trialled with experienced practitioners undertaking master’s degree studies. In this model the practitioner defines a problem in the practical context of their work, refines it into a research question such that it can be determined what information would be needed to solve the problem—a “well formed problem” in Simon’s (1973) sense—decides on methods of  inquiry, designs a research process, undertakes the inquiry and formulates and validates findings, preferably by testing them in practice. The design requires constant iteration and reflection (see Appendix 3). The research process requires the practitioner to become highly aware of the workplace environment and places a premium on the ability to get feedback and adapt accordingly.

Problem-based action research aims at improving rather than merely changing educational practice (Phillips 1980; Robinson 1993, Ch. 1) and problems are formulated with professional improvement goals to the fore. For example, in our study we are interested in findings which will contribute to the improvement of the professional learning of novice teachers in internship; and our interns are interested in their action research projects in improving their own practice and that of their school. Our model, moreover, is open ended, and provides a way of conceptualising workplace learning as continuous improvement of professional performance, a contemporary value shared by current thinking in both professional development (Houle 1980; Nowlen 1988) and quality assurance (Walker 1995c).



DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Our intention is to develop a design and methodology to address the questions of professional learning we have been outlining. In 1995 we developed some initial ideas and tried out some of them in discussions and pilot interviews with the year’s intern cohort. In 1996 we have modified the internship experience somewhat on the basis of data gathered in 1995. We have not yet tried out all of the components of the approach we outline below, but have concentrated on getting at the interns’ level of awareness of some main issues in relation to novice professional learning. We have taken the view that this is necessary to obtain their participation in the further development of the study.

Our present approach is as follows. It follows the structure of problem-based action research represented in Appendix 4.



Problem and Aims

Problem:

(a)	Researchers’ problem.  How can the professional performance of novice teachers in the internship program be continuously improved through workplace learning and supporting coursework and study? Specifically, how can novice teachers’ skills in receiving, monitoring and acting upon feedback be enhanced?

Within the theory and methodology of problem-based action research, the researchers’ problem must not bypass but must on the contrary relate directly to the problems of the practitioners. So the researchers’ problem translates into identification of practitioners’ problems with their own professional learning.

(b)	Practitioners’ problems. What problem or problem does each practitioner have with their professional learning that can be investigated during the internship and steps taken towards a solution, and how can the researchers and other colleagues assist?

Aims: In the light of this problem, our specific aims are:

(a) to identify and investigate the factors and processes which facilitate or inhibit interns’ to learn how to solve their problems, in particular by developing their capacity to receive, monitor and act on feedback in the workplace; and

(b) to evaluate the impact of the intern’s conducting an action research project on their capacity to receive, monitor and act on feedback in the workplace.

Some Key Constraints

From our discussions and interviews with the 1995 and 1996 cohorts we have identified these key constraints:

Time available to researchers, interns and colleague teachers.

Variety of schools in which interns were placed (twelve schools in a range of socioeconomic areas).

Variety of action research topics chosen and availability of university advisers.

Different kinds and levels of resources available at schools.

Distance of schools from university and other factors affecting transport of associate teachers and colleague teachers from school to university.

Different kinds and levels of ability of associate teachers.

Different levels of skill and commitment of colleague teachers.

Unanticipated events in the experience of the interns and the schedules of the schools.

Information Required

At this stage, two kinds of information are required:

Methodological: what are appropriate methods for obtaining the information required and how can they be best designed in an action research study?

Substantive: What are the principal features of the interns’ learning in the workplace, in particular which are most distinctive of the internship experience itself?

Sources of Data

The study is designed so that the interns and selected other practitioners (principally teachers in the schools where interns were working) participate in providing data regarding their own practice and comment on its interpretation and significance.

Methods

The following methods are included in the design. They are discussed in more detail below in the section on the development of the study.

Interviews.

Focus groups.

Professional journals.

Observation of practitioners at work.

Action research reports.

Steps

Data is collected before, during and after the internship period. Interviews and focus groups are used at each of these three stages, professional journals and observations through the internship and action research reports written up after the internship.

Before internship

Individual interviews of interns to discover their beliefs about what they need to develop their professional performance (i.e. espoused theory of problems they need to solve), especially in relation to feedback skills, and how they see these needs relating to the coming internship experience. Formulation of an action research problem follows and is supported through the interviews.

Three focus groups of interns to discover their contextual understandings and expectations of the workplace environment into which they are going and what they can do to assist each other in their professional learning.

During internship

Pre-observation individual interviews on the same issues as before internship, to determine changes in espoused theory and what has been learned in practice (i.e. consciousness of theory-in-use) and further clarify action research problem.

Observations of interns in workplaces to investigate professional skill development, especially feedback skills, in relation to congruence between espoused theory and theory in use and movement towards solution of action research problem.

Post observation interviews, to determine development of double loop learning and its contribution to solving the problem(s) of each intern.

Focus groups on contextual understandings and expectations, and sharing in learning/problem solving.

Professional journals written by interns to record progress in their learning.

After internship

Individual interviews on the same issues as before and during internship to determine changes in espoused theory, what progress was made in problem solving and professional learning.

Focus groups on contextual understandings and implications and contribution of peer support to professional learning.

Analysis of action research reports from interns.

Data Analysis

Qualitative data management and analysis are set up from the beginning of fieldwork. Triangulation over different data sources, to enhance validity and coherence of findings, is built into use of interviewing, focus groups and observation, and is conducted on journals and reports after they are submitted.

The problem-based action research approach provides a conceptual scheme for analysing data on an individual level, in terms of congruence between espoused theory and theory-in-use and single and double loop learning.

However, our research does not concern only individual cases: it concerns a certain kind of experience in a cultural/behavioural world, the internship, which itself sits within the different worlds of university courses in teacher education and schools. We will need to include a socio-cultural level of data analysis, and propose to develop both “sensitising” and “definitive” concepts (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983) using a constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss 1987).



Formulation of Findings

Interpretation of data includes respondent validation and comparison with findings of other relevant research, on teaching and other professions including specific research on novice teachers (e.g. Swanson, O’Connor and Cooney 1990) and more general work on the development of expertise (e.g. Benner 1984; Berliner 1994). By the third focus group interns have received information about trends emerging in the study, so feedback from participants is built into the process of inquiry itself. Interpretation of data and formulation of findings is iterative as is characteristic of action research projects.

Validation

Respondent validation. Interns each receive a copy of interview transcripts and observation schedules for comment. They receive a copy of the draft report on each year’s part of the study.



SOME ISSUES AND QUESTIONS FOR INVESTIGATION

Development and change in theories of action

Our interns, of course, will not have very highly developed theories-in-use; although they may be supposed to have reasonably clear espoused theories during their coursework for the BTeach. degree. They will have had some opportunities through practicum experiences to develop theories-in-use, but the internship is the first time they will have full responsibility for a class and therefore for committing themselves to particular theories-in-use.

Our study will focus on this situation, the essential situation of the neophyte teacher, and seek to clarify its features and their relevance to designing conditions for professional double loop learning.

Our preliminary interviews with 1995/96 interns suggest that the sense of responsibility for having their own class, delight and pride in being recognised as responsible and having the opportunity to experiment with their own teaching strategies are crucial elements of the interns’ experience, and come into focus in the first place in an acute awareness of the differences between the internship situation and the practicums of the preceding undergraduate years.

We may hypothesise that where there have been different kinds of practical experience in the preservice courses, these will show up in the ways interns approach learning in the internship. Again, our preliminary interviews lend some support to this hypothesis, in particular showing differences in learning between early childhood and primary trained interns. Early childhood teachers related more quickly to the children in their classes and seemed more content with the essentially child-centred practices they pursued. In the interviews and in discussion, and indeed in classes for the coursework components of the fourth year, they were less articulate than the primary trained interns. (Here we would be very cautious since there is some evidence that more confident early childhood graduates might have decided to go straight into employment with their BTeach. and there is no shortage of jobs in this area, in contrast to primary teacher graduates). Primary trained interns, by contrast, perhaps did not relate as quickly to the children but were more able to articulate their thoughts about their practice and about the schools, and to make their practice explicit.

In terms of our theory, our 1995 early childhood trained interns were stronger on the lower loop of the figure 8, and more able to obtain ready feedback from their students. Primary trained students were on the whole stronger on the upper loop of the figure 8, and could link theory-in-use more quickly and clearly to espoused theory.

We believe it is possible that some of these differences may be traceable to differences in content and emphasis in the two preceding degrees—the BTeach. (Early Childhood) having a large component of child study and child observation, and the BTeach. (Primary) perhaps having a more theoretical emphasis.

Learning mode and focus.

Three decades of research literature on beginning teachers supports the intuitively convincing conclusion that beginning teachers initially focus more on themselves and “self adequacy” judgements (Fuller 1969) and on their success in classroom management and control than on their students’ states of mind and feeling, and learning (Reynolds 1992).

In our interviews with 1995 interns we have begun to see two modes of learning which are in line with this general conclusion on concerns and focus of beginning teachers. One we call a “classroom management mode”, in which attention is on branch loop set II as a source of evidence for “success” defined in managerial terms, and on set I as a source of positive feedback confirming such success. This fits with psychological research on feedback from colleagues, especially superiors, which suggests that positive feedback has most effect, especially when it focuses on the immediate concerns of the individual (Ilgin, Fisher and Taylor 1979) and that “negative” or “critical” feedback is effective when it is “sandwiched” in between opening and closing positive feedback (Davies and Jacobs 1985).

Peer learning

The peer learning dimension of the internship design appears to have been supported by the reported experience of 1995 interns as well as by recent research (Hawkey 1995), and we would like to tighten its relationship to professional learning through problem-based inquiry when we implement the design in 1996.

Contribution of action research to professional learning

The action research project undertaken by each intern also embodies hypotheses, mostly drawn from the same theoretical framework, about feedback skill development, including the basic hypothesis that structured inquiry into a professional problem will provide opportunities and likely grounds for success and progress in the desired kinds of learning, and may become routinised as a standard means of problem solving. The problem is one which is owned and formulated by the intern with assistance from colleague teacher and university adviser, and of interest to the school.

Our central interest at present is to see whether the theoretical and methodological approach we have developed, and which is reflected in both the interns’ action research studies and our own, is applicable in the designing of situations and processes for continuous improvement of professional performance, through more powerful, double loop, professional learning.

We plan to further refine the design and methodology and commence a first run of the study with the 1997 intern cohort. Comments and suggestions at this stage would therefore be helpful.
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