


THESIS

3 LIBRARY
2000 Michigan State
University




PLACE IN RETURN BOX to remove this checkout from your record.
TO AVOID FINES return on or before date due.
MAY BE RECALLED with earlier due date if requested.

DATE DUE

DATE DUE

D&eE:z ,

1100 c/CIRC/DateDus.p85-p.14




Resource Teachers in Zimbabwe: The Challenges of Becoming a Teacher
Leader While Trying to Change One’s Own Beliefs and Practice

By

Scott R. Johnston

A DISSERTATION
Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
Department of Teacher Education

2000



amaa
P
S e

-

érn

.
.

Tiay
T
P



ABSTRACT
RESOURCE TEACHERS IN ZIMBABWE: THE CHALLENGE OF BECOMING A
TEACHER LEADER WHILE TRYING TO CHANGE ONE'S OWN BELIEFS AND
PRACTICE
By

Scott Johnston

The professional development of teachers is one aspect of current
educational reforms in Zimbabwe. Numerous projects are underway to help
teachers improve their teaching. However, there are few studies that closely
examine what beliefs and experiences teachers bring to a project as well as what
and how teachers leam during these professional development opportunities.
This study examines how three practicing biology teachers in Zimbabwe, enrolled
in a part-time degree program at the University of Zimbabwe, respond to the
project in terms of their own teaching and how they implement the new role of

resource teacher.

I came with two specific questions. How do the teachers’ prior experiences
and beliefs influence their teaching and their work as resource teachers? How do

these teachers make sense of what they are introduced to in the project?

| utilized both quantitative and qualitative methods. Initially, all 48
participants answered a questionnaire that asked about their beliefs about
teaching and leaming. This study focuses on three biology teachers, whom |
interviewed, observed teaching in the classroom, and observed organizing and

carrying out workshops for other teachers.
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This research found that the beliefs and experiences that the three biology
teachers brought to the professional development opportunity influenced what
they focused their leaming on. While all the teachers leamed about changing
classroom practice and working with other teachers, they differed in how they
thought their SEITT experience affected their classroom practice. For example,
one teacher did not change his classroom teaching in the wake of SEITT;
another used SEITT to fine-tune his practice; and the third reshaped the

organization of her classroom by incorporating group work introduced by SEITT.

The professional development opportunity also prepared these teachers to
be teacher leaders. While studying in the project, these teachers led workshops
for other teachers in their regions. All three teachers attended to technical
aspects of leading these workshops; they followed their schedules and used
carefully scripted plans. They carried out the workshop without necessarily
thinking about how this helped the leamers leam and they avoided any conflict
with other teachers. In this way, both working with teachers and students the

three teachers’ tacit beliefs about learning remained unchanged.
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To my Mom and Dad, who taught me to always do my best at whatever |

attempted.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION: CONNECTING MY PAST TO A QUESTION
AND PLACE

The path to my current interest in international models of professional
development did not follow a straight line. Nonetheless, it converges around the
role of experienced teachers interacting with the purpose of improving their

teaching.

My growth follows a path similar to what one of the teachers experienced
in Featherstone's (1993) Leaming From the First Year of Classroom Teaching:
The Journey In, the Journey Out. In this process, as | gain experience and reflect
back on my own leaming and its connection to present practice, | become aware
of my own shortcomings and then begin the process of change. This has been
my course to understanding my leaming and teaching in international situations,

and this path has led to an interest in understanding the paths that others follow.

I have lived or taught in China, Japan, the U.S., and Zimbabwe, four very
different countries. While living in these countries, | leamed many things about
my teaching and my views of leaming. At the time | was living in China, Japan
and the U.S., | did not really try to link these experiences in teaching and leaming
to a theory or philosophy, not because of a lack of interest, but because it never

crossed my mind. At Michigan State University, through reflecting on these
experiences and through readings, | began to make sense of my past and how it
is intricately tied to my current views of teaching and leaming. | found that

several issues seem to weave among the experiences and my leaming. These
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are prior experiences, beliefs about teaching & leaming, and how teachers

working together can influence their teaching and thinking.

My Path to Learning
How have these issues influenced me in my own experiences in leaming?

One critical incident in China highlights how my prior experiences, beliefs, and

interaction with another teacher put me on the path to critique my own leaming.

When | went to China in 1987, | had already eamed my masters degree in
Teaching English as a Second Language and had taught in Japan for three
years. | felt fairly confident with my teaching. A critical incident in a classroom
challenged this lax attitude. | was teaching a writing class using the textbook, as
I had in every lesson before. One student read the story, | asked a few questions
and then each student wrote a short essay. This particular assignment was on
UFOs, not an everyday topic for these students. As | walked around the class, |
suddenly realized that the assignment was meaningless to the students. The
writing was a task and not a leaming experience. Not only was the topic
disconnected from their lives, | had not in any way tried to understand their

perspectives. At that moment, | felt disgusted with myself as a teacher. | thought

about the classes | had taught during my master's program and how important it

was to involve the students. | realized that | was not doing that. | was ignoring
what | had leamed and was teaching like my own elementary, secondary, and
university teachers had taught me. After this class, | visited an American
colleague, Mike, and we had a late night "discussion” over a bottle of Japanese

sake.
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This particular critical incident contains several of the issues that have
permeated my professional life. | was an experienced teacher, yet continued
teaching drawing on my own experiences as a young student rather than on my
professional education. The experiences in my Masters program arose at this
time as potentially powerful altematives. However, | really did not know how to go
about teaching the way | had leamed in the Masters program. That program

offered a view of teaching that was conversation-based, while in this class in

China | was teaching writing.

As | now reflect on my experiences in the Masters program and the writing
class in China, | realize that | was teaching using strategies without thinking of
how students leamed. My beliefs about leaming did not include creating a

classroom atmosphere in which students’ experiences and thinking are part of

the content of leaming.

This Chinese incident also incorporates one other important issue:
interacting with colleagues. My late night discussion with Mike represents a
teacher reaching out to another teacher. It was the beginning of a collegial
interaction with a peer. This talk was essential for me to think about my views on
teaching and leaming and how | might begin to change. | have a feeling that just
the incident, without someone to talk to about it, might not have resulted in my
beginning to change. After this talk with Mike, our relationship shifted somewhat.

Before this, our conversations were about life in China, our pasts, and places to
visit. Now, our conversations often included discussions about teaching and

learning. | would like to be able to say that | left China a changed teacher in
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beliefs and in practice. Unfortunately, that did not happen. At this time, | was

reflecting on my practice, but | was not sure how to change.

After teaching for one year in China, | went to Japan to teach. In Japan, |
continued to confront these issues, both in my classroom and in interactions with
other teachers. In my classroom, | started using a process writing strategy in
which the topics appeared more connected to the students’ lives and in which the
students went through drafts. In one class, the topic was "Something Unusual
That Happened to Me." Though the topic included the word "Me", that did not
guarantee that the assignment was meaningful to the students. In fact, most of
the students said, "Nothing has ever happened to me". | realized that | was
imposing my view of a leaming environment on the students. This environment
was meant to create opportunities for students to express their ideas. However,
this type of classroom was unfamiliar to them. Changing the classroom
environment was not enough. | found that | needed to get to know the students

and they needed to get to know me. Then we could ask questions that were

important and begin together to leam in our new environment.

This incident helped me realize that teachers’ knowledge is more than
knowing strategies and content. Teachers’ knowledge includes, among other
things, leaming about the leamers. If my goal was to help them leam to write, |
needed to bring the students into the process and let them communicate ideas to

each other. | needed to create an environment where students were not afraid of
exprressing their ideas and where | could build on what each student already

knew.
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This new concept of teachers’ knowledge that | was beginning to embrace
was also connected to how teachers worked together. In Japan, | worked with
teachers who attended prefectural education seminars. These teachers were
committed to improving both their own understanding of English and that of their
students. At the seminars, | helped organize four-day sessions in which teachers
role-played and leamed about new teaching strategies. | facilitated their leaming
by organizing groups in which they worked together to do projects and other
activities. These teachers were enthusiastic about improving their own English
and their teaching of English and worked together towards these two purposes.
However, | never followed up on these teachers’ leaming. | did not see them
teaching in their classrooms, and | have always wondered if they interacted in the
classroom as they did in these groups, or if they lectured. What impact did these

sessions have? | did not know.

When | arrived at MSU in 1993 to start my doctoral studies, these issues
conceming beliefs about teaching and leaming, prior experiences, teachers’
knowledge, and perspectives on working together were part of my baggage.
They were baggage that needed to be unpacked in order to become areas of
inquiry. | needed to examine the literature in order to find out what was already

known about my areas of interest and what was not yet fully investigated.

At MSU, | delved into what teaching and leaming meant. A class on
Leaming to Teach introduced me to theories of leaming. Before this class, | had
never heard of social constructivism or Vygotsky. In this class, | began reflecting

on my past teaching, and | could identify aspects of social constructivism in my
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teaching. Prior to this, | did not have the names to attach to the leaming that | at

times promoted.

| began to stick names to some of the issues | was concemed with.
Collegiality was connected to how teachers worked together. However, |
discovered that working together was not always positive for the participants.
Sometimes it was coerced and sometimes it meant sharing stories about "bad"
students. | leamed that beliefs about teaching were powerful forces that formed a

cognitive framework from which decisions about teaching were made.

At MSU, | began to think more deeply about these issues. At the same
time, | became interested in investigating the ways teachers teach and leam
elsewhere in the world. | particularly thought about doing research in another
continent, Africa. | knew that having studied teaching in two continents had
helped me understand some differences and similarities in the ways teaching
was approached. Examining teaching in another culture could provide me one
more perspective for thinking about teaching and its influence on student
leaming. | wanted to add Africa to my North American and Asian experiences.
From a trip to Zimbabwe in 1990, | had leamed that Zimbabwe had different
types of educational problems, in par, related to the large number of students

entering the system since independence in 1980 and to the lack of resources.

| visited Zimbabwe in the summer of 1995 with the express purpose of
locating a project in which | could carry out research on teachers trying to change
both their beliefs and their ways of teaching. | met the extemal coordinator of a

professional development project and talked with him about my research

6
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interests. He then invited me to study how the participants in this project were

responding to the new ideas of the project.

Back at MSU, | continued to peruse the literature on professional
development opportunities, teachers’ beliefs and knowledge, and prior
experiences. | wanted to link my own overseas experiences about leaming with
questions that were pertinent to developing countries. | needed to know more
about research in these areas before jumping from a Westem situation, where
most of the literature was produced, to a different context, an African developing
country. Hence, | hoped the literature would provide me with a lens on teaching
and leaming that would not limit my perspectives but that would provide a
foundation from which | could begin my inquiry. From my examination of
literature on teachers participating in professional development projects, | found
that an area that needed more study was how experienced teachers’ prior
experience and beliefs interacted with a professional development project in a
developing country with limited resources and a large student population. Do
these teachers’ responses to a professional development opportunity play out as

they have been found to do in the West?

Conceptual Framework: Learners and Opportunities
Thinking back to my own critical incident in China and from examining the

literature, | knew that leaming to teach is a complex process. Understanding this
process involves looking closely at many aspects of teaching and leaming.

Kennedy (1991) says:
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... research in the past two decades has made it clear that leaming occurs
through an active process of interaction between the leamer and an
experience. Leamers impose meaning on the basis of their prior knowledge

(p-2).

The leamer and the opportunity are closely connected. Often new ideas
about teaching and leaming are first experienced through a professional
development opportunity. | will focus on three aspects of what may influence
what and how teachers leam: teachers' beliefs and experiences, teacher

knowledge, and opportunities of professional development.

Teachers’ Beliefs on Teaching & Learning and Their Prior Experiences
Initially, | had intended to separate beliefs from experiences. However, |

soon found that beliefs and experience are too closely connected. Beliefs shape
experiences and experiences shape beliefs. In China, my teaching in the writing
class drew little on my professional experiences in the Masters program. Rather,

| seized more from my personal experiences as a student.

| found that | was not alone in drawing on both my past experiences as a
student and my prior experiences teaching. Lortie’s seminal work on
apprenticeship of observations emphasizes the influence of the enormous
number of years spent as students in the classroom (Lortie, 1975). My
apprenticeship of observation had a powerful and lasting influence on the way |
taught. Like me, all teachers spend years as students. How they were taught,

how they viewed knowledge, and how they envisioned their role as students play






a powerful role in shaping the beliefs and teaching of teachers (Feiman-Nemser

& Remillard, 1995).

One reason for this resiliency is that prior beliefs of teachers are often tacit
and not easily brought out for examination. These beliefs shape each teacher's
actions in the classroom around such ideas as teaching, leaming, students’ work,
testing, and teacher cooperation. These beliefs are very powerful, yet difficult to
change (Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995; Kennedy, 1991). Indeed, in my own
case in China, | did not think about changing my beliefs. | did not think about my
tacit beliefs and how they may have shaped my teaching. Rather | just wanted to
change my teaching. Changing my beliefs about teaching and leaming was not
an immediate consideration. | did not see the connections between beliefs,

experience and practice.

Like many teachers, | was giving assignments and expecting my Chinese
students to pick out facts from the readings and integrate them into their papers. |
would then decide, by grading the paper, if they had succeeded. In this view of
teaching and leaming, | have the knowledge that | pass on. The leamers merely
have to listen passively, read the article and then magically write a short essay.
In this banking system of education, the teacher passes knowledge on to
students who put the knowledge in their heads to use later (Cohen, 1988;
Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995; Freire, 1970).

Another view of teaching and leaming suggests that the leamer holds a
more active role in the leaming process and the teacher needs to help students

connect ideas to the leamer’s life experiences and beliefs. The leamer is not

9
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assumed to be a bank to be filled with knowledge, but is assumed to be a person
with previous experiences and knowledge (Cohen, 1988; Cuban, 1984; Feiman-
Nemser & Remillard, 1995). Any new ideas will have to take into account these
past experiences and build on them or find ways to challenge misconceptions

(Dewey, 1938; Driver, 1983).

This view of leamning is often referred to as a constructivism.
Unfortunately, the term “constructivism® has taken on many meanings,
depending on the person using the term. However, Tatto (1999) indicates that

there are some agreed on aspects of constructivism:

Constructivist views of teaching and leaming generally argue that teachers
need to know that knowledge is constructed by individuals and their society;
they need to be able to construct knowledge themselves in order to
demonstrate such an assertion, and they need to make sense of their
leaming within a sociohistorical context in order to help their pupils find
meaning in what they leam (p. 17).

Teachers need to know knowledge is constructed and be able to construct
it themselves. Dewey’s (1938) concept of educative leaming ties into this
conception of leaming. Dewey links educative leaming with experience, "When
education is based upon experience and educative experience is seen to be a
social process, the situation changes radically. The teacher loses the position of
extenal boss or dictator but takes on that of leader of group activities" (p. 66).

Dewey adds:

But what has been said is organically connected with the requirement that
experiences in order to be educative must lead out into an expanding world of
subject-matter, a subject matter of facts or information and ideas. This
condition is satisfied only as the educator views teaching and leaming as a
continuous process of reconstruction of experience (p. 111).

10
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