Certificate in Advanced Educational Practice – Cognitive Acceleration: Teaching and Learning

Option Two: Reflective Journal

1.0 Introduction

This journal details a term’s project in two parallel Year 6 classes, involving a transition from modelling of CAME to team teaching.

It aims to assess the success of teacher and pupil social construction and to relate this to particular cultural issues affecting the school.  It also suggests how best to support the development of effective social construction in the future. 
1.1  The school culture and its impact on social construction
A recent systematic review revealed the following key issues related to social construction:

· Lack of independent learning across the school –  teacher tending to dominate and direct social interaction;

· Heavy focus on content and knowledge delivery; 
· No gender mixing and disparities between attainment for gender groups;  
· Most staff operating alone (no team teaching or observations of colleagues) and without professional development for some time.
My CAME intervention in Year 6 aimed to address all of the above.

2.0  What does good social construction look like?
I propose the following definition for the purpose of this journal.  
Pupils:

· Engage in constructive polylogue with colleagues while teasing out a group understanding;
· Describe and explain their ideas;
· Feel unafraid of getting things wrong
(Adey and Shayer, 2002)
Teachers:
· Use questioning to enable pupils to construct solutions (see Adhami, 2002);  

· Ensure pupils have a language to describe and analyse social construction (Adey and Shayer (2002) on metacognition);
· Skilfully draw together smaller group discussions into a communal ZPD (Shayer and Adhami 2003): to ensure that every interesting insight, or difficulty encountered… is made available for all the pupils in the class, in their own language (Gamble and Shayer, 2002).

· Create a culture whereby all pupils’ ideas are valued (see Adhami, 2003 on attitude)
3.0  A model of effective social construction
One Year 6 teacher (J) was strong and experienced, with a good understanding of how pupils learn, creative delivery cross-curricular delivery, and focused on developing pupils’ independence.  
J was comfortable with the mixed gender and ability groupings.  He used observations as an opportunity to assess pupils’ understanding of maths, and cognitive levels.  From these initial observations, J moved quickly and confidently into team teaching.
J makes good use of questioning to facilitate social interaction.  When interacting with groups, I see J repeating the initial question, directed at individuals and groups.  He uses questions for clarification: ‘What do you mean by that?’  and frequently asks ‘why’.  
J promotes listening amongst pupils and gives pupils time to answer.  He is keen to listen to all, and many pupils offer extended answers and explanations.  But he sometimes gives groups too much discussion time – they run out of ideas and lose their focus.  
J never challenges wrong answers – all are acceptable.  He never clarifies whose answer is correct.  This means that all pupils want to participate and offer solutions.  There is very high engagement over lessons that last 1.5hrs.  However, J sometimes drops in the right question which makes them realise their ideas have contradictions  (Adey and Shayer, 2002).  
J slips automatically into the use of mini-plenaries (Adhami, 2003).  As Shayer and Adhami (2003) suggest, he first asks less able pupils to present ensuring that all pupils are engaged in the construction of learning.
The less mature and less able pupils are often more willing to talk, than is usual for maths.  Initial reluctance at being paired with pupils of the opposite gender disappears by lesson two, as pupils engage with the tasks.  One group engages totally from the outset; they have many ideas to share.  The other two groups begin more slowly; once they have a couple of ideas, the conversation picks up.  The third group often ask for paper and then their conversation begins.  Even a new arrival EAL pupil engages with the task once ideas are represented on paper.  

J enjoys spending time discussing how pupils interact and assessing their understanding.  Social construction between myself (coach) and J benefits pupils as we are able to assess and plan learning from a greater pool of observational evidence.

4.0  Changing patterns of interaction to develop social construction
The other teacher (B) has a content-focused and teacher-led style.  He has only ever taught Year 5 and only ever in this school, and received no personal professional development.
When observing, B was often confused by the focus of the lessons, especially the lack of mathematical content.  He seemed surprised by the need to change the usual same-gender/ability seating arrangements, and was unhappy with furniture being moved.  During the lessons it was difficult to engage him in discussion.  He found it very difficult not to show pupils a solution.  Sometimes pupils explained: ‘B said we should do it this way’.  
As we moved towards team teaching, B demonstrated reluctance, frequently admitting he had not read lesson plans and asking me to lead.  He exhibited similar disengagement when not leading the lesson – eg failing to engage with pupils unless asked to.  

Some of B’s questions closed down open problems from CAME plans. B directed questions at named individuals, rather than asking groups.  When pupils gave answers, B rarely asked ‘Why?’  B sometimes told pupils facts, rather than allowing them to discover these facts themselves.  As a result, many pupils lacked deeper understanding and became stuck at lower cognitive levels.  They were nervous about giving answers.  The lesson often dragged as we waited for an individual to supply the piece of knowledge all pupils require for concrete preparation.  

Many pupils struggled with mixed gender groupings.  Some boys refused to turn their bodies towards their partners.  Some girls allowed their partner to dominate conversation and to give feedback to the class.  The refusal to communicate was tackled during the early sessions through positive behaviour management and clarity around expectations.  B was not interested in discussing these issues.

When B sat with a group, pupils stopped talking and turned towards him expectantly.  He asked leading questions, targeted at individuals.  Less able pupils withdrew completely.  

When asked to lead plenaries, B often focused on mathematical skills rather than the cognitive conflict.  He appeared to try to use the lesson to revise aspects of the maths curriculum.  Therefore, many pupils lost their understanding of the purpose of the lesson.  B also stated that he was confused about what he had been teaching.  He found the lack of learning outcome difficult.
Although B’s lack of social interaction with me would indicate that he did not see the relevance of CA, monitoring evidence revealed that there was improved independent learning in his class.  And at the end of term, there is a noticeable shift in terms of social construction.  
I encourage B to take ownership of a lesson and select it carefully to interest him (sport focus).  B begins enthusiastically with an information-giving introduction, based on the lesson plan.  He does not initially encourage social interaction among pupils, but once prompted, continues to do so.  There is some introduction of unnecessary maths, but much less than previously.  

Some pupils continue to avoid interaction with their partner.  When social construction begins, I observe three tables with socially dominant, able boys.  These groups always move quickly towards a solution without discussion, led by the dominant boy who holds the pen.  The girls and less dominant boys do not challenge until it becomes clear that there is an error.  Then the girls take the pen and discuss other ways to complete the task.  The one group in the class with no boys manages to complete all tasks most quickly, as they avoid this repetition.
When sitting with a group, pupils around B still stop interacting and rely on his questions.  However B and I spend a lot more of this lesson watching and discussing group interactions.  B appears to enjoy these discussions and engages actively with pupils’ metacognitive discussion about effective social construction.  At the end of the lesson, B is keen to discuss possible solutions, and is positive about pupils’ enthusiastic responses to the problem.  He even suggests an alternative context for the cognitive challenge.
5.0  Conclusions:
Some teachers (J) are able to assume the language and culture of successful social construction almost immediately, as these match their own practice.  Such teachers require minimal input from the coach to facilitate successful social construction for pupils.  Other teachers (B) struggle with the language and culture of CA, and their pupils struggle with social construction, despite the same input from the coach.  
5.1  What enables a shift towards adoption of CA principles for B?
The opportunity for successful coach-teacher social construction (the time available for social interaction) enables effective facilitation of social construction for pupils.  Adhami (2002) reflects on this need to learn mediation by reflecting on practice in collaboration with more capable colleagues.  

The duration of an intervention is clearly crucial: at the end of one term’s intensive support, B has demonstrated a small shift towards CA principles.  As Adhami (2002) suggests, a year represents a minimum intervention period, especially as the time for social construction with colleagues during the school day is limited.
It is important to consider the importance in this process of thinking and beliefs (Gamble and Shayer, 2002) or attitude (Adhami, 2003) or what might be described as ‘culture’.  Gamble and Shayer state that the main blocker to teacher development in CA can always be traced back to thinking and beliefs.  As they state, this is the most difficult aspect to tackle and the one that will take time.  
If we also consider that:
there is a subtle connection between the processes of learning for cognitive development by the pupils in class and the process of developing the teaching skills by the teachers that promote children’s development (Gamble and Shayer, 2002) 
it is clear why social construction in J’s class progressed quickly to a level way beyond that accessed by pupils in B’s class.  As B begins to see the benefits of social construction for his pupils, his skills at facilitating should develop, and vice versa.
5.2 My role in facilitating change

I need to develop the coach-teacher relationship in a way that replicates the language and culture of CA.
If PD for teaching is delivered in the form of instructing teachers by telling them what to do, then it follows that their style of teaching will be to tell pupils what they are to learn (Adhami, 2002).  
I must continue to develop a discussion-based model which encourages reflection and avoids direction, questions rather than instructs.
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