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ABSTRACT

This study combines the data from three linked research activities which examined how
teachers and other practitioners in the Early Years of education (0-8) can improve their practice
through evaluating their own work. The major thesis of the research is that the practitioners’
observation and research of children’s educational interactions and experiences provide effective
data both for judging the appropriateness of the curriculum provided and for developing more

appropriate ways of providing for learning.

Starting with an exploratory pilot stage (Phase One), and a second stage of action
research undertaken jointly by the researcher and a number of practitioners (Phase Two), the
research proceeded to a third stage (Phase Three) in which it formed a part of a national project

in practitioner self-evaluation through action research.

Analysis and interpretation of the data from these three research activities highlight
aspects of the nature and the requirements of practitioner self-evaluation in the Early Years, and
cast light on how educational improvement can be initiated, directed and implemented both by
practitioners and by policy makers. In particular, differences between approaches to evaluation
are traced to differences in the curriculum model employed, and the important role of
observation in self-evaluation and thus in curriculum improvement is shown to be related to the

adoption of a developmental approach to the curriculum in the Early Years.



The research thus offers a basis for recommendations for strategies for improving the

quality of educational provision for young children.

The action research model used in the three phases of the research is also analysed and
its suitability for research and development in Early Years educational settings is explored. In
this exploration, of particular interest is a resultant shift in the research focus, as the researcher’s

own perspectives and development themselves became a further subject of the research.
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SECTION ONE

THE RESEARCH

1986-1996

This section describes the intentions of the research, the research design and
the intentions and problems that influenced its development. It gives an
account of the findings of the research about practitioner self-evaluation and
about action research in early childhood education. The intentions, problems
and solutions experienced here link with the discussion of wider issues that

will take place in Section Two.



CHAPTER ONE:

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH

This Chapter

explores why it is hoped that this investigation will be a helpful

contribution to educational thinking,

offers a definition of the kind of educational evaluation under

investigation,

outlines the three Phases and gives a short overview of issues

that arose in the research methodology,

and lists some of the questions that have emerged from the

research to be explored more fully in Section Two.



1.1. The research intentions and activities

The three Phases are reported and analysed below. They took place in three linked but
separate research studies, Self-evaluation by Teachers and Student Teachers (Phase One), the
Workplace Nurseries Monitoring and Evaluation Project (Phase Two) and Principles into
Practice: Improving the Quality of Children’s Early Learning (Phase Three). This Section
describes the research design and the intentions and problems that influenced its development.
It gives an account of the findings of the research about practitioner self-evaluation and about
action research in early childhood education. The intentions, problems and solutions experienced

here link with the discussion of wider issues that will take place in Section Two.

Section Two discusses some deep-laid conflicts that are brought to the surface in these
three Phases. It explores the implications of practitioner self-evaluation for understanding of the
curriculum and improvement of education and links these with some differences of approach to
evaluation and curriculum theory. It discusses the implications of the priority given to
observation as the basis for making educational statements with some ideas about the relationship
between data-gathering and authority in these statements. It ascribes the process of developing
ideas and educational theory in this way to the debate about what is, or should be, the role of
Higher Education in the education of teachers and other practitioners. It suggests some avenues

for educational development which should be explored.

The research described took place in three phases, of which a brief description has been



given in the Abstract. The first two had links with each other, and provided some ideas for

strategies for one aspect of the third.

The first, Self-evaluation by Teachers and Student Teachers (Phase One) was a
personal investigation of teachers’ strategies of self-evaluation with staff in two infant classes

and other settings and with student teachers between 1986 and 1991.

The second, Workplace Nurseries Monitoring and Evaluation Project (Phase Two)
was a Goldsmiths’ College monitoring and evaluation pilot project between 1990 and 1993,
which aimed to generate experience and strategies which would be of use in the evaluation and
monitoring of workplace nurseries. This project took place in one local authority combined
nursery centre and one non-profit-making day nursery. Both were in inner city areas, as were

all the institutions in the first project. The practitioners involved had a range of qualifications.

The third research project, Principles into Practice: Improving the Quality of
Children’s Early Learning (Phase Three) was a national project sponsored by a City trust
between 1993 and 1996. In this, in which I participated as deputy-director concerned with
pre-school settings, the methods I employed in the pilot project for evaluative work with

practitioners drew on the experience of the two earlier projects.

All three projects are set in the early years of education from birth to the age of eight;

there have been both benefits and formative influences for the research as a result of this.



The implications of researching the developmental early childhood curriculum

The setting of the research in the developmentally appropriate curriculum for early
childhood education was intended as a way of getting access to what is arguably the most
flexible and individual-oriented part of the education system. The early years phase of education,
which focuses on the years between birth and the age of eight, is a distinctive phase of education
with its own rationale and methods. Its reasoned structure for the curriculum is based upon
understanding of how young children develop and how we can support, extend and enrich their
learning; the curriculum itself is described as a ‘developmental’ (Blenkin and Kelly 1988) or a
‘developmentally appropriate’ curriculum (Bredekamp 1987). This curriculum is defined by the
relationship it establishes between children’s development and educational theory, and classroom
practice is evaluated by the way in which it meets the needs of the individual children
concerned. The nature of this curriculum is valuable in itself, but is also a favourable setting for
the study of practitioner evaluation for reasons which will emerge from the following discussion

of its characteristics.

In devising a curriculum, practitioners use their knowledge of learning processes in early
childhood and their knowledge of the content for learning to provide indoor and outdoor
environments for learning at each individual’s own pace. Within the planned learning
environments, staff place value on children’s pursuit of their own interests and learning
strategies, which practitioners support through a range of educational areas within and between

which children are normally able to pursue their interests at will; the day’s programme and the



classroom organisation are constructed to support this. These areas will usually include the

following:

‘Creative or craft area, often organised on a "workshop" basis; Book area; Writing
area; Construction area, with large and small blocks for building; Puzzles and
games; Role play provision; Miniature world provision; Malleable materials;
Outdoor play area with climbing, digging, imaginative and games equipment
available throughout the day; Natural world materials (sand, water, earth, growing
things) and equipment.’

(Hurst, 1991)

Children’s spontaneous activities, their explorations, their conversations, their outdoor
discoveries and energetic play, and above all their imaginative play whether indoors or out, are
all perceived to be powerful learning strategies, which are supplemented by the active
interventions which staff feel to be appropriate. Practitioners have to be sufficiently
understanding and flexible to use evidence of children’s learning as the starting point for an
initial or subsequent stage of planning. They are therefore more likely than practitioners of later
phases to be able to reflect on their practice in the light of what has been learned from observing

and analysing children’s behaviour and activities.

Again, from Eisner’s discourse on evaluation, it can be seen that there must be a value-

base to provide principles for education, since education is, in his definition, a normative
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activity. Ther overwhelming majority of local authority Guidelines for the early years opf
education collected during the progress of the Quality in Diversity project (as yet unpublished)
indicate that practitioners of the early childhood curriculum are accustomed to justify it through
reference to principles. There is a structure of principle underpinning practice which makes the
principled evaluation of practice more natural in early childhood education. This feature, the
basis in principle, is at best a close link with research findings. In early childhood settings the
association is often less close than it should be, but at least there is a preparedness to talk in
terms of principle. These principles are framed in developmental terms, and relate to what is
known about how children develop and learn - a useful preparation for evaluation of educational
provision. The theoretical basis of the developmentally appropriate curriculum may be

summarised as follows; it provides a set of developmental principles to underpin evaluation.

Fifty percent of intellectual growth takes place in the first five years of life (Brierley
1987, Trevarthen 1993), and children make this growth through their own interpretations and
constructions of the world and their experiences (Athey 1990). Children who experience high
quality education which fosters choice and responsibility are more successful, both socially and
educationally, than those who experience a formal and rigid regime (Nabuco and Sylva, 1995).
Successful learning is founded on personal integration and expression, and children can be
alienated from learning in school if their experience becomes formal and academic too soon
(Barrett 1986). Intellectual achievement and emotional stability are related to how closely the
aims of education are shared and agreed between parents and teachers (Athey 1990, Lazar et al.

1982). A developmentally appropriate curriculum is challenging for children and complex and
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professionally demanding for teachers (Blenkin and Whitehead 1988).

‘A developmentally appropriate curriculum has the following characteristics:
- it draws upon and extends the knowledge and skills that children bring into
school;
- it recognises differences in rates of maturation;
- it makes possible assessment of children’s development through skilled

observation and record-keeping over time.’

(EYCG 1993)

Concern is often expressed that, if the subject content is not specified, it is not possible
to have a well-structured curriculum, and it is certainly true that subject knowledge is part of
the developmental curriculum. How then does the early childhood curriculum relate to ’subjects’
or curriculum content? An example of the relationship could be taken from the support a

practitioner gave to children’s early investigations of the natural world.

‘Two children are crouched over something on the ground: the adult asks what it
is, and one child raises a hand with an ant on it. The other child gives a scream and
begins to stamp on the ants on the ground. The adult stops her and explains about
other living creatures and looking after them, about how they live, and about how
though we can be frightened of them we must not hurt them unnecessarily. The

child who stamps says that her mother Kills ants, and beetles. The adult says "Yes,

12



we don’t like them indoors, do we, but they’re all right outside."’

(Personal observation, summer 1985)

The kinds of subject knowledge needed certainly include science, notably biology, but
early childhood specialists would highlight other aspects first, those to do with the children’s
development and their feelings about the ants. The subject knowledge has to be mediated through
understanding of each child’s needs and capacity to understand, and through a respect for each
child’s dependence on her mother, father or carer whatever the family’s cultural differences from

the culture prevailing in the educational setting.

From the developmental principles enunciated above it is possible to derive principles which
underpin evaluation by providing criteria for quality. These can be illustrated in action by

applying them to the example given above.

Evaluative questions based on criteria derived from developmental principles can be

applied to this observation in the following way:

Fifty percent of intellectual growth takes place in the first five years of life - the quality of
provision is crucial for their learning.
Has the practitioner thought about how to support and extend the children’s
learning about other life-forms, both indoors and outdoors? Is this episode part of

an established focus or is it a ‘lead’ to follow up?
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Children make this growth through their own interpretations and constructions of the world and
their experiences.
What opportunities has the practitioner given for children to have a range of
learning experiences, time for talking and reflecting, time, space and well-planned

resources for their own representation through drawing, painting etc?

Children who experience high quality education which fosters choice and responsibility are more
successful, both socially and educationally.
What choices and responsibilities do these children have that might be related to the

ants or to some other focus of interest?

Successful learning is founded on personal integration and expression, and children can be

alienated from learning in school if their experience becomes formal and academic too soon.
The children’s anxiety and revulsion are the most important feature of this
experience for them - how can the practitioner help them to learn not just to deal

with their feelings but also to learn about feelings and how to deal with them?

Intellectual achievement and emotional stability are related to how closely the aims of education
are shared and agreed between parents and teachers.
What kind of shared commitment to the children’s learning do practitioner and
parents have, and how can parental support for learning about other life-forms be

enlisted?
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Assessment of children’s development should be done through skilled observation and
record-keeping over time.
What methods does this practitioner use to inform her/himself about the children’s
understanding, knowledge and skills in all areas of the early childhood curriculum,
and what experiences and interests have been and are the contexts for this learning?
What plans does the practitioner have to gather evidence of learning and
development and to reflect evaluatively on how children respond to her/his practice

on a continuous basis?

A developmentally appropriate curriculum is thus able to provide internal evaluative criteria for
challenging and extending practitioners. It also provides the model for collection of evidence on

which to make evaluations.

Practitioners in the early years should be able to provide a curriculum that is based on
developmental understandings and insights, but evaluation must be at the centre of the provision
of this kind of personalised curriculum. Ideally, observation provides the evidence of children’s
actions and interactions, and this initiates a process in which practitioners apply their
professional principles to their perceptions of their practice gained from the evidence. These
judgements are usually broad and far-reaching, and may, as indicated by Eisner (1985) involve
deciding whether one is educating or mis-educating the children in one’s charge (see above). The
values underpinning these judgements are based on ideas about the purpose and value of

education, and are directly linked with ideas about the nature of human life and the role and
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value of childhood. Educational judgements, in effect, call upon the practitioner’s own values

and principles and contribute to the practitioner’s ‘moral purpose’.

However, there are certain kinds of educational philosophy which are more conducive
to practitioner self-evaluation than others. The vital element is the degree to which practitioners
are challenged to make up their own minds about the kind of education that should be provided.
Where a curriculum is seen as given from outside the practitioner’s own sphere of responsibility,
requiring only to be ‘delivered’, the incentive to make independent evaluations is lacking, and
so is the opportunity. Independent personal and professional judgement are vital to
self-evaluation. There is thus an important connection between the type of evaluation investigated
here and the type of curriculum involved in early childhood education; this connection will be
explored further later. The early childhood curriculum is not the only one to lay stress on a
negotiated developmental curriculum in which the practitioner has to make the crucial decisions,
but it is notably one in which the practitioner’s independent professional judgement is
particularly influential on the educational undertaking because of the extreme youth, dependence

and vulnerability of the children.

These independent professional judgements, when they are based on observational
evidence, strengthen practitioners’ expertise and inform their own understanding. Evaluation of
the early childhood curriculum can be a self-generating source of curriculum insights and
understandings as well as of improvements in expertise. These insights and understandings, and

the role of observation in generating them, will be explored in Chapters Six and Seven.
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1.2. The intended contribution of this research to educational thinking

As described above, this study is based on research into practitioner self-evaluation in
the early years of education from birth to eight years that took place in three interlinked and
progressive studies. What has been learned from this research leads to a broader discussion of
some issues about education. These issues are located in the areas of evaluating education,
developing the curriculum in early childhood education, making authoritative statements about
education, generating and using educational theory and researching ways to support practitioners
in their own settings. Finally, consideration of these issues leads to some suggestions about

improving the preparation and professional support of practitioners.

The intention of the research, which has been informed by the thinking of Lawrence
Stenhouse and others associated with his work, is to explore ways in which practitioners can
improve their own practice. This approach takes a particular view of education as its starting
point. Although the research is set in the context of the developmentally appropriate curriculum
for children between birth and the age of eight, its model of education is close to that put
forward by Stenhouse (1975, 1983). The model is built on an idea of knowledge as being to do
with internalising procedures, concepts and discipline-based criteria rather than information or
behaviour set up as objectives for learning. The effectiveness of education is, in this model, to
be judged by how effectively the learner has made these procedures, concepts and criteria his
or her own to be applied as wished. This definition leads to highlighting the processes of

learning as ultimate aims rather than specific measurable outcomes, and to identifying the
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individual learner’s experience and progress as the source of evaluative criteria rather than the

whole group’s achievement of generalised standards.

An example of this model in early childhood education might be the difference between
a child who ‘knows’ that a stone will not float because he or she has been told this, and a child
who knows it from repeated experience and who can undertake investigations to establish
whether it would sink in all circumstances, can refer to a concept based on this procedure to
explain why the conclusions are as reported, and can refer to fair criteria for repeating the
experiment. The difference is between someone who has usable knowledge and someone who
has memorised a piece of information which may or may not have a memorised explanation
attached to it. The strength of this model is that learners’ knowledge is usable because it is based
on their own experience; its problems stem from the requirement that practitioners should
provide plentiful and developmentally appropriate opportunities for learning in this way for this
is in conflict with recent educational reforms. The distinction between narrow preset educational
objectives and methods of procedure noted in Stenhouse (1975) is one which has been
highlighted in the current discussions of the impact of the National Curriculum at Key Stage 1
on children under eight and its likely impact on children of four years old and younger (Blenkin
and Kelly, 1994). However, the process model of education, and the role of enquiry in effective
learning as claimed by Stenhouse (1975, p. 38), are similarly claimed by early childhood

specialists (Blenkin et al, 1995).

This is a model of the curriculum as induction or initiation into knowledge rather than

18



as the transmission of information or the shaping of desired behaviour. It is one in which the
"capacity to think within the disciplines can only be taught by inquiry’ (Stenhouse, 1975, pp. 37-
8), and it is one in which the practitioner is not the fount of knowledge but a senior learner,
supporting and extending children’s learning. The model requires a particular form of
assessment, one in which the learner’s progress in her or his enquiries and interests is the
yardstick, ‘ipsative assessment’ (Blenkin, 1992), and a particular form of evaluation which does

not have pre-set objectives of either information or behaviour.

‘Education as induction into knowledge is successful to the extent that it makes the
behavioural outcomes of the students unpredictable.’

(Stenhouse, 1975, p.82)

The series of research activities to be discussed here forms a progressive investigation
of the application of this integrated model of knowledge, learning, curriculum, assessment,
evaluation and curriculum development through practitioner research in three stages. The first,
Phase One, shows what practitioner self-evaluation was found to offer when the research
attempted to monitor children’s learning. The second, Phase Two, explores how an action
research approach was found to support practitioners as they investigated children’s learning in
order to evaluate their own work. The third, Phase Three, is concerned with how practitioners
can be supported in building this kind of approach into their daily work. Each Phase has evolved

from the previous research, and the conceptual structure has had an evolution of its own as well.
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This research found its present conceptual structure during the first exploratory sessions
of Phase One. This happened because of an encounter with the nature of classroom research in
the course of trying to implement an initial plan based on testing a hypothesis about the nature

of the early years curriculum.

The first stage in 1986 was planned as an investigation with a reception teacher of her
strategies for helping children whose behaviour was troubling to her to settle better into the
class. However, during the first session a problem was uncovered; the researcher could not
adequately describe the classroom transactions and their effects until the meaning of these
transactions for all the participants, adults and children, could be understood. Reaching a
dependable understanding of the perceptions, intentions and experiences of all the participants
had to become the first step in the research so that the settling strategies could be investigated.
After the second session, in which the attempt simply to monitor what was going on suddenly
appeared to be an entire, worthwhile, and rewarding purpose in itself, a shift in the emphasis
of the research took place. To study the evaluation of the classroom as an educational entity
became the broad aim of the research, and the practitioner’s evaluation of what was going on

became the specific focus.

This shift in focus was the first of two transforming changes that took place early in the
research. This first shift gave the research an orientation towards the classroom experiences of
young children and practitioners’ attempts to evaluate these experiences. It took the research

away from the investigative approach that had been planned, and gave it a much wider brief
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which covered everything that could be understood and known about what was going on for all
the different participants in this educational undertaking, with the practitioner’s understanding
of all this as the focus of the research. As a result of this shift there was a sudden need for a
different set of supporting research concepts, procedures and theories to underpin the

investigations.

A search for existing models of research into evaluation of educational interactions
revealed that the Humanities Curriculum Project (HCP) and the later Ford Teaching Project
(FTP) provided guidance on the nature of such research, the nature of its procedures and the
educational theory that underpinned it. This gave the educational principles, the research
procedures and the research conclusions a coherent theoretical structure. This structure was

understood and applied in the context of the research as in the following outline.

Linking education with experience and development

The HCP took as its foundation the axiom that the experience of learners must be taken
to be the leading force in education, because it is through personally giving meaning to ideas and
thought processes offered as worthy of being learned by more experienced people that the
learner comes to take them as his or her own. The *family tree’ of this thinking comes through
Dewey, Piaget and Vygotsky, and is amplified in the developmental early years curriculum by

the more recent work of Bruner, as in Bruner and Haste, (1987). Education as development
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follows from both seeing enquiry as the route into knowledge of disciplines and from seeing
experience as the leading force in education. Personal development is the aim of both of these
views. The developmental early years curriculum is an attempt to provide a curriculum for
development through worthwhile educational experiences. This curriculum is based on
recognising and valuing children’s learning experiences, past and present, at home and at school,
and creating educational opportunities that build on and extend them. Practitioners providing
these educational opportunities note children’s previous learning and take advantage of children’s
individual learning strategies, interests and particular needs in order to promote learning and
development across five main areas, physical, emotional, communicative, cognitive and social,
which apply differentially across the first eight years of life. Education as development has been
described as a curriculum by Kohlberg and Mayer (1972) and in relation to early childhood by

Blenkin and Kelly (1980, 1981, 1996).

If practitioners aim to provide an educational context based on learners’ experiences and
aiming at their development, they must have relevant information about the learners on which
to build their educational provision. Yet practitioners have difficulty in seeing experiences
through their pupils’ eyes. Although they are often impelled by high educational aims and
egalitarian principles, their own intentions, perceptions and all the issues of order and discipline
in group learning make it difficult to separate what the pupils experience from what they
provide. In addition, there is often an understandable resistance to confronting the gap between
their expressed aims and their actual practice as experienced by the learners. Research in

education should aim to help practitioners to understand the experiences of learners and the
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conditions which affect their learning, in order to give them the information and expertise they
need to develop strategies for supporting the learners and improving their own provision for their
learning. The developmental early years curriculum sets great store on giving priority to
children’s development through creating a classroom context for development (Blenkin and
Whitehead, 1996) and adapting and developing this by learning from observation of children’s

responses and initiatives (Hurst, 1991, Lally, 1991).

However, there is a substantial gap between having a well-thought-out curriculum theory
and providing an effective education. Stenhouse believed that it was only through teacher quality
that educational improvements could be made at classroom level (1975), and recent criticisms
of what is provided for the under and over fives seems to confirm the need to give practitioner
quality a higher profile. The critics point to a range of failures which all come within the

responsibility of the practitioner.

Some point to failure to implement learning through play in spite of stating this as a
principle (Wood, Bennett and Rogers, 1996). Others are concerned about a failure to develop
a language for talking about educational aims and criteria for children under eight that would
be usable in public debate (Alexander, 1992). Two authors familiar with the social services
scene warn that failure to provide a curriculum for under fives that is convincing and
understandable by the general public makes it hard for parents and practitioners to unite their

efforts (Moss and Penn, 1996).
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These concerns have now been brought into sharp relief by the Programmes of Study and
Attainment Targets for Key Stage 1 of the National Curriculum (SCAA, 1988 onwards) for
children between five and eight, and by the introduction of the government’s Desirable Outcomes
for Children’s Learning before Entry to Compulsory Schooling (DfEE/SCAA, 1996). The
‘outcomes’, which are examined at length below, impose for the first time on practitioners
working with children under five a set of pre-specified objectives for their teaching. Although
the ’outcomes’ are intended to apply only to those settings wishing to redeem vouchers for the
education of four year olds, they are likely to stimulate parental pressure on all under fives
settings and to challenge practitioners to demonstrate the value of the developmental curriculum
as an alternative approach to the narrow opportunities for learning through experience which

these requirements suggest as appropriate.

It seems likely, therefore, that early childhood practitioners will be challenged from
various directions on their understanding of education, their models of the curriculum, their view
of assessment, their role in developing the curriculum and their capacity to make authoritative
statements about the learning of young children. All of these issues present themselves in relation
to practitioner self-evaluation; through researching self-evaluation by practitioners in early
childhood education it has been possible to explore how Stenhouse’s injunction to research the
curriculum as an evaluative response to the process model (1975, p.125) can guide these
practitioners towards a clearer and more confident view of their role in the provision of high

quality learning opportunities for young children.
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Researching new ways to tackle old problems

There are other positive ways in which researching practitioner self-evaluation could
benefit thinking about education in general. There is much evidence-gathering, analysis and
reflection to be done if current educational problems are to be resolved. Some of these problems,
often seen as modern developments, are in fact are as old as the formal school system itself, and
solving them would require a radical shift in thinking. Educational provision for the children
who make up the average and below average majority in the maintained education system has
never been satisfactory, and if education has a responsibility for a general social and economic
decline as well as for children’s individual frustration and deprivation it must be in this area.
The Newsom Report (1963) draws attention to our failure in provision for less able pupils as a
failure in regard to ‘half our future’. In spite of efforts to build an effective system over the last
thirty years the evidence suggests that we have not been successful. Sir Claus Moser (1969)
identifies a serious short-fall in pupils’ achievement of intermediate qualifications in secondary
schools as a cause of poorer performance by the United Kingdom in some areas of international
economic life in the 1990s. He draws attention to the need to examine how under-achievers fare,
and to make changes to accommodate their needs. Yet the UK school system continues to be
judged by the achievements of its highest flyers (teachers as well as pupils), and the
achievements of more average children and their teachers go unevaluated. It will be hard to turn
this approach around, and harder still to reverse the trend towards unrealistic polarisation
towards the upper end of achievement. Systems of evaluation that monitor the experiences and

development of each individual learner could help to redress the balance. Again, few systems
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of school improvement exist that enable change to be made from the classroom upwards, yet the
evidence and rationale for change must begin at this level. Fullan, known for his interest in
whole-school improvement approaches, still sees the moral purpose of individual practitioners

as the essential for educational change.

‘The building block is the moral purpose of the individual teacher. Scratch a good

teacher and you will find a moral purpose.’

(1993, p. 10)

This moral purpose must be set against weaknesses inherent in mass educational systems.
Dewey showed long ago how the very nature of formal schooling sets it against children’s
natural ways of learning from their experiences of real life (1899, 22nd impression 1967, p.61).
Schostak (1986) has documented in a case study the process of alienation from formal school
content and methods that begins with individual experiences in each child. If ways can be found
to help practitioners learn with children how to teach them better, and to help schools learn from
these practitioners, some of the needed changes of emphasis could begin to happen. A system
of evaluation based on researching children’s experiences in classrooms and employed by
practitioners as self-evaluation of the impact of practice on learning could be a dynamic force
for change towards a more individual focus and away from the assumption that the most easily

measurable are the best educational criteria of quality.

The initial training of teachers has to be referred to in the discussion of changes that are
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needed. In this research the professional preparation of teachers is the context for much
reflection on the virtues of practitioner self-evaluation and how identifying this as a key
professional process would improve teaching quality. These reflections are prompted by concern
that the direction in which policy is being directed may prove particularly harmful to the
development of intending teachers of the youngest children. Since the introduction, during the
1980s, of new criteria for the education and training of teachers under the Council for the
Accreditation of Teacher Education (CATE) and later the Teacher Training Agency (TTA), and
the introduction of the National Curriculum through the 1988 Education Act, subject knowledge
has been seen as the area for which teachers need preparation. Indeed, at the time of writing,
early childhood practitioner self-evaluation of the kind discussed here is not mentioned in
proposals for the reform of initial teacher education. The 1994 Education Bill identified subject
knowledge alone as the focus of courses, with no emphasis on the study of child development,
the planning of age-phase provision, or what constitutes a developmentally appropriate
curriculum. Moreover, in 1996, the TTA’s consultative group on teaching competencies did not
even identify an area of age-phase specialism. Neither in the content of courses nor in the
competencies through which students are assessed is there a place for evaluation of practice
through developmental criteria. Consequently, current assumptions that evaluation is about
meeting set targets for the National Curriculum and the Desirable Outcomes go unquestioned.
In the schools practitioners are expected to acquire understanding of how to educate, but again
this is seen only in terms of practical strategies for the delivery of the basics of subject

knowledge, and the management of behaviour.
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If practitioner self-evaluation were to form a prescribed part of the preparation of
intending teachers and other practitioners for work with children under eight, students would
have their attention directed to those essential characteristics of education described by Stenhouse
(1975) and Eisner (1985), and to the values which underpin the moral stance of teachers. These,
according to Fullan (1993), also are the basic building blocks of the change and adaptation which
are essential to education’s health. In the explanation of the three research phases which follows,
the connections between practitioners’ self-evaluation and the development of quality in practice

and in understanding are a constant theme, whether in intending or in qualified practitioners.

The next part of this chapter will discuss some aspects of evaluation as a public and as
a professional tool, and the meanings and messages that the different kinds of evaluation convey
to all those with interest in education, children, parents, practitioners, senior management in
maintained, independent and voluntary provision, governors and management committees, local

and central government and the political parties.

1.3. Defining Educational Evaluation

In a time of central government-led radical reform of education practitioners find
themselves under the spotlight and their work evaluated according to criteria and procedures with
which they are unfamiliar. To put the post-Education Reform Act (1988) developments into
context, this discussion of ways of defining evaluation will begin with describing approaches to

learner-based evaluation and contrasting these with ’scientific’ approaches which have been
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promoted on various justifications.

Early childhood practitioners tend to judge their work in terms of the progress of
individuals according to criteria based on their own (ipsative) development and learning, and on
how well current practice has met the individual’s requirements and fostered this progress.
Although the subject content of the early childhood curriculum is defined (linguistic and literary,
mathematical and scientific, etc), the evaluation of practice has been on a broader base than this,
in which individual children’s development in all areas (social development, for instance)
provides evidence for evaluation. This developmental base of education in the years from birth
to eight gives a character to its evaluation which distinguishes it from other approaches. The
main differences are in the developmental criteria for quality, the observational evidence which
is sought, and the evidence-based reflections on which judgements are arrived at. This way of

evaluating is based on developmental approaches to the curriculum.

For those who see education as instruction with a view to precisely defined learning
outcomes, however, evaluation is a precise, quasi-scientific, process, in which programmes of
instruction are evaluated for their capacity to bring about the desired results. These outcomes
are specific and limited, and the work of teachers is evaluated according to the extent to which
they have succeeded in instructing children in the desired programmes. The justification of this
way of evaluating has been in its apparently scientific basis; its critics have attacked this basis

as inappropriate for teaching, which they see as more akin to an art than to the sciences.
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William James, arguing approximately one hundred years ago against tightly defined
objectives based on emerging ideas about psychological laws, points to the inherent weakness

in the position of those who would reduce education to a precise science:

‘...you make a very great mistake if you think that psychology, being the science of
the mind’s laws, is something from which you can deduce definite programmes and
schedules and methods of instruction for immediate schoolroom use. Psychology is
a science, and teaching is an art: and sciences never generate arts directly out of
themselves. An intermediary inventive mind must make the application, by using its
originality.’

(quoted in Eisner, 1984, p vii).

Our growing understanding of the ways in which the human mind develops and extends
its power has enabled us to take further the point that James makes about the need for an
‘intermediary inventive mind’. Isaacs, writing in 1933, turns around the direction of the
influence which James had feared so much. As an alternative to the rigid application of ideas
about learning derived from psychology, she argues that her own Freudian psychological
knowledge supports a set of educational principles in which the child’s emotional needs and
personal constructions of understanding of the world have a direct bearing on the kind of
education to be offered; in other words, that the individual’s personal experiences and interests
are the guide to educational provision, and point the way to the theories which underpin her

practice.
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‘I do not, however, need to make out a general case for considering the direct
bearing of children’s overt behaviour, descriptively viewed, upon educational
techniques. Few people nowadays need to be convinced that an understanding of
children’s overt interests and normal activities is an indispensable part of the

equipment of the educator...’

(1933, p.403)

At the time that Isaacs was writing, teachers were flocking to hear and read all they could
of the new Freudian approaches. Yet the acceptance of the central place of children’s ’overt
interests and normal activities’ that she anticipated has not taken place. Conflicts between the
adults’ purposes and the children’s developmental needs and purposes remain characteristic of
education today. Bettelheim remarks that schoolwork, ‘an issue around which parent and child
are frequently at cross-purposes, may serve to further illustrate how their different perspectives

can easily become a stumbling block between them.’ (1987, p. 55)

Eisner (1984) picks out our failure to understand education as an art rather than a science
as being at the root of our vulnerability to closed systems of education which fail to give
children the needed opportunities to express themselves and achieve. He regards teaching at its
best as an art, and educational evaluation as a process that can profitably employ the methods
and perspectives of those who appraise the work of artists (1984, p.1). He thereby gives a lead
towards valuing education as concerned with feeling, thinking and personal self-expression in

the individual.
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Eisner’s assertion that education is to be understood as an art rather than a science opens
educational debate to scrutiny based on values. The impact of this is to give practitioners an
alternative basis on which to judge. For instance, it may be the case that whole-class instruction
can allegedly be shown to be the most efficient way to instruct children about mathematics, but
the early childhood practitioner will wish to argue from a developmental value-base that learning
from instruction is only a very small part of learning in the years before eight, and that children
will learn other, much less desirable, things as a result of being cut off from physical movement,
active exploration, social exchanges and a close relationship with the person or people teaching

them.

Eisner’s assertion also links with another, this time about evaluation. He directs our
attention to the way in which true evaluation, being based on values, makes value-judgements

unavoidable.

‘Evaluation deals with appraising the value of some object, enterprise or activity.
Evaluation is ineluctably value-orientated. Without a conception of virtue, one

cannot evaluate anything.’

(1985, p 5)

This involves practitioners making value-judgements about their practice by relating
educational provision and interactions to what they believe should take place (their professional

principles). That these principles can be broad and far-reaching, rather than specifically defined
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in educational terms, is also fundamental to Eisner’s interpretation.

‘Evaluation is ubiquitous in our lives and is a critical part of any responsible
educational enterprise. The reason this is so is straightforward. Education is a
normative enterprise: we seek virtue, not mere change. Educational evaluation is a
process that that, in part, helps us determine whether what we do in schools is
contributing to the achievement of virtuous ends or whether it is antithetical to those
ends.’

(1985, p 5)

Evaluation and educational evaluation

Practitioners’ educational evaluations are the focus of this thesis, but it is only one kind
of evaluation. Evaluation of services, educational and in other fields, is becoming of increasing
interest as expectations rise and pressures on budgets mount. The generic term ’evaluation’ has,
however, a variety of meanings and purposes. For this reason, the introductory section of this
chapter sets out to give an outline of some of the different meanings and purposes attached to
the term, with their attendant strengths and weaknesses, and to clarify the definition of
evaluation that is used here. This clarification will aim to reveal the underlying beliefs about the
nature of education that shape the interpretation of the term ’evaluation’. A longer discussion
of the evolution of some of these differing views of education, with their consequent forms of

evaluation, will be found in Section Two.
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The purpose of evaluation is sometimes determined by economic stringency, when it
becomes necessary to ration resources by allocating them preferentially to those who produce
the greatest output. As demand gains over public resources, this kind of evaluation of centrally-
provided services of all kinds has inevitably come into the foreground and is claimed as an
essential process by fund-holders and policy-makers. The survival of hospital departments, for
instance, is determined by evaluations which seek to put a quantitative value on the output of
each department in order to decide where to continue to fund and where to cut. This poses
problems for departments which cannot easily show a quantitative version of their output, such
as those concerned with mental health, the health-care of the elderly, or genetic counselling. For
those who work in such departments the criteria of success may be measurable only in terms of
the quality of life of patients, that is to say qualitative rather than quantitative. Qualitative
evaluation is harder to justify; it can be seen as unreliable because it is subjective (as
experienced and reported by the patient) or because it is dependent on the word of the
professionals concerned through their observations of the patient and professional judgements
made on this basis. One attempt to produce a quantified version of a qualitative experience
resulted in a hybrid kind of evaluation, but only observable physical evidence was used. In this
experiment, administrators compared the results of hip replacement operations with other
interventions through relating years survived after the operation and quality of life according to
precise criteria based on physical data such as mobility. For medicine with criteria based on
more subtle evidence, it seems there is no such justification, and practitioners of early childhood
education, which is concerned with changes that are personal, internal and complex in children

between birth and the age of eight years, should note this limitation.
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A second meaning of evaluation comes from political sensitivity to parents’ and
employers’ concerns about the need to prepare children for a harsh future in a world of
increasing competition for trade abroad and hence for jobs at home, with an enhanced decline
in the manual and labouring work which is now rendered unnecessary by automation. The
purpose of this kind of evaluation is to ensure that infant schools for children from five to eight
years old, and even schools and other educational settings such as playgroups for children as
young as four years old, are rated on the numbers of children reaching specified levels of
attainment. One purpose of the National Curriculum and its assessment through age-related
attainment targets for children between the ages of five and eight has been to construct league
tables of schools and give parents ‘objective’ evidence on which to base judgements of their
children’s schools and teachers. The same purpose led to the government’s publication Desirable
Outcomes for Children’s Learning in the Years before Compulsory Schooling (DfEE/SCAA,
1996) which seeks to ensure that children enter infant schooling with the groundwork laid for
the later attainment targets, and that institutions whose children do not achieve this by the age
of five lose their entitlement to take part in the voucher scheme. Again, there are early
childhood concerns about this approach. How objective can the evidence be, when so many
variables are involved? And how appropriate is it to measure the progress of very young children
in formal terms (the Desirable Outcomes are intended to be assessed through paper and pencil
tests)? And would this give a realistic and helpful picture of the range and depth of a child’s
learning? Success in attaining narrow pre-specified levels of performance is not how early

childhood practitioners have traditionally evaluated their work.
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However, it must be accepted that judgements of the value of public services such as
education will always, and should, be made. What is important for practitioners is that these
judgements should reflect not just a concern for ’value for money’ (a phrase which leaves
unexamined what is deemed valuable and why) but should show also a concern to discuss what
the values are on which the evaluation is based. Externally-imposed approaches to evaluation
cannot be expected to discuss educational values according to practitioners’ agenda. There is a
definite need for practitioners’ concerns to be part of any approach to evaluation of services, but
external approaches can only be shown to be inadequate or inappropriate on their own if there

is an alternative credible approach ready to hand.

Here is the central issue of this research. It would not be realistic to expect that the State
could ever be content with a purely practitioner-based evaluation of so vital and expensive a
public service as the maintained education system. But is it unavoidable that there should be as
little practitioner input into educational change as there was in the years between 1976 and 19967
If practitioners’ own self-evaluations can be shown to be capable of supporting both

improvements in practice and new insights in the development of educational provision there
might be more hope that insights from such judgements could be seen as useful contributions to

educational debate.

In studying at close hand the evaluation process in different early childhood settings, this
research aims to reveal something of how practitioners themselves make judgements about their

practice, and how these judgements support evaluations of developments in education. In so
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doing, however, it must be admitted that there is evidence to suggest that educational evaluation
is not yet strongly developed among practitioners of early childhood education, or, for that
matter, of any other phase of education. The Principles into Practice research project, aspects
of which will be discussed in this thesis, found in its nationwide survey that evaluation was one
of the least valued professional processes among practitioners working with children under eight
(Hurst and Yue, forthcoming). Thus, not only is it vital to find out whether early childhood
evaluation could provide a sound basis for making judgements about practice and improving
practitioners’ expertise; it is also essential to research how it can be improved and systematised

so that it becomes a professional process from which generalisations can be derived.

These are the reasons why this study has set out to investigate evaluation by early
childhood practitioners, its nature and purpbses, its processes and criteria of quality. The precise
research focus has been chosen to find out how such evaluation undertaken by practitioners on
their own work improves their practice and their expertise, and to examine the effect of more

systematic application of action-research strategies upon the quality of their self-evaluation.

The kind of educational evaluation discussed here has been chosen for research because
of its open-ness to change and its responsiveness to the needs of learners. Its capacity to
interpose an inventive and original mind to mediate between adults’ objectives and children’s
educational experiences introduces a dynamism which can be a force for change. This view takes
the personal experience and expression of children to be the evidence that is most relevant to the

Dractitioner’s educational purposes, and the practitioner’s reflections on this evidence to be the
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key process in improving educational provision.

This chapter will now explain the three research activities which focused on practitioner
evaluation in the education and care of children under eight. These were undertaken in an
attempt to learn more about what is involved in practitioner self-evaluation and the strategies by
which practitioners can be more effectively supported in evaluating their work and making

educational decisions on the basis of these evaluations.

1.4. Issues in the research methodology

The research methodology will be spelled out in detail below. As explained above, the
investigation of teachers’ self-evaluation, which was chronologically the first of the projects, was
the source of initial ideas about how practitioner research in early childhood settings might be
approached. It was the intention from the beginning to take some aspect of the ongoing
decision-making of teachers as my focus. The research methodology was initially based on the
pattern of evaluation in early childhood education which has been referred to above,
encountering sequential stages of insight into particular aspects of it, and the influence of
particular aspects on practitioners’ development and on the growing insights about research. The
experience of working with the two teachers confirmed that each setting is unique, and that the
uniqueness factor must be accommodated. This placed a priority on understanding the

practitioner’s intentions, which relates to conclusions about the research relationship which will
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be further described in Section Two, Chapter Five.

In addition to information gathering about the practitioner’s intentions there was the issue
of the focus of shared interest within the setting. The first research project was slow to settle
finally on a focus, as will be seen from the later examination of the data; this was probably
because of the attempt to suggest a focus on how Teacher A approached helping children whose
behaviour troubled her (details of this will be found below). The subsequent research experiences
established that the focus should emerge from the practitioner’s intentions, thus casting more
light on them and giving to the practitioner something of immediate value and interest. Further
clarification of the focus proceeded, pace for pace, with the development of practitioners’ own
understanding of the issues, dilemmas and personalities in each setting. A self-chosen focus now
appears to be essential for the practitioner’s self-evaluation and self-development. Issues of
power and control are involved here, and will be discussed in more general terms in Chapter

Five.

I here identify another two noteworthy characteristics of the research. The first is that
the three pieces of research (the two projects, and the methodology used in the third) are
developmentally sequential in terms of their research methodology; there is a cycle of
methodological hypothesis, action, evidence-gathering and reflection, establishment of tentative
certainties, new hypothesis based on these certainties and so on. The second is that the research
as a whole is characterised by a shift in its perspective. As the research develops so does insight

about the role and development of the researcher, so that the ’outsider’ begins to be a part of
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the research focus. The research relationship places the learning of the researcher under the
spotlight. Subsequently this attention to the researcher enables the research to shed light on the

role and experiences of the ‘outsider’ in educational research.

The highlighting of the researcher as a part of the research relationship throws light, I
think, on the fundamental assumption of the uniqueness of each educational association referred

to above. It is confirmed by Eisner:

‘That there are many versions of virtue is true. It is one of the factors that makes
education more complex than medicine....Even within a particular culture,
community or neighbourhood there is comparatively wide variability with respect
to the educational values that are regarded as important. This makes educational
evaluation a difficult and complex task, yet in the end some values must be
advanced, some judgments must be made about the quality of what has or is taking
place. Unless this is done we have no way of knowing whether we are educating or

mis-educating.’

(1985, p. 5.)

Implications for research methodology follow from this. Research that takes account of
the uniqueness of each educational setting must be both general in its conclusions, to avoid being
limited by specificity, and rooted in the realities of the specific setting. It seems that this requires

different levels of reflection. This has been reflected in the settings-based research phase of
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Principles into Practice, in which the practitioners are known as the action-researchers, the
project-based associates research partners, and myself as deputy-director. The different levels

on which reflection is possible and desirable seem to be replicated in these different roles.

Although it is desirable that the level of research partner and deputy-director should give
opportunities for general oversight of the research developments and broad conclusions, the
nature of this kind of research would definitely distinguish it from research which is based on
quantitative and statistical approaches. The national survey which was the first phase of

Principles into Practice was a preliminary fact-finding for the second, action research, stage.

The usefulness of qualitative and quantitative methods in education can be seen as
contrasted, the first in case-study and the second in large-scale studies of particular groups. This
is an important distinction at the present, since educational research is in its infancy, and there
is not much common experience on which to draw. I hope that, in the future, there will be
confirmation from quantitative methods of some of the conclusions derived from case-studies,
although at present the latter are too few in number for sufficient data to be accumulated. It will
surely never be possible to bring the two methods completely together, for, even if case-studies
produce a substantial amount of data, not all the data will necessarily be of a kind that is
amenable to statistical organisation and analysis. I nevertheless hope that, eventually, there will
be occasions on which the two methods can be brought together, where mass data may ‘help us
to relativise our personal impressions’ (Dr Gundel Schumer, Max Planck Institute, Berlin,

personal comment, 1992) How this might happen will be discussed later, in Chapter Two.
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1.5. The early questions raised by the research

From this outline it will be seen that the kinds of question raised by this research have

to do with:

whether this investigation could make a helpful contribution to educational thinking by
exploring what research-based educational evaluation by practitioners in the early years

of education is like as a process;

what might be the nature and methodology of the kind of educational research which

practitioner/researchers are able to undertake;

how practitioners in the early years of education can incorporate research-based
evaluation into their practice through observing educational interactions and reflecting on

them.

Two further issues, which are implied in Stenhouse’s definition of knowledge, will

require investigation. These are:

how theoretical understandings about education arise or are clarified in practice, giving
practitioners a surer sense of their own principles in action

(‘principles of procedure’ in Stenhouse, 1975, p. 39);
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how theoretical understandings about learning about education also arise for the
‘research partner’, clarifying connections between each case study and general
statements about the appropriate content and processes of practitioner education,

training and support.

These issues will be the focus of the succeeding chapters in both Sections. In Section One
the emphasis of Chapters Two and Three will be on providing the detailed analysis of the three
research phases that will show what has been learned that is relevant to the discussion of these
issues. In Section Two a broader perspective will be taken on what has been highlighted in the

discussion of the analysed research data.

Chapter Two will now provide a more detailed analysis of the research methodology and

will draw attention to the role of the researcher.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE RESEARCH DESIGN

This Chapter

explains the methodology used to research evaluation in order
to

- observe it in operation,

- record issues that seem important,

- learn how it may be supported and systematised,

notes some aspects of the research relationship and the role of
the researcher (noted in the previous chapter where the shift of

focus to include the researcher was described),

and characterises the methodology in terms of action research,
and looks forward to another shift of focus in which the burden
of the action research process moves to the practitioner and the

‘researcher’ becomes a ‘research partner’.
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2.1. The methodology of the research

The underlying intention of the research has already been described as it evolved in
Chapter One. It must be articulated as clearly as possible here; the aim is to research whether
particular kinds of strategies will help practitioners to improve and strengthen their evaluations
of their work by empowering them to make clearer, better justified and more closely reasoned
judgements about the quality of their practice. Stenhouse’s argument that each practitioner should
also be a researcher has become more and more central to this research as the case for
practitioner self-evaluation has become clearer. Without the element of research into education,
the practitioner is always at risk either of repeating the same evaluative cycle, as if education
was not about change and adaptation, or of accepting criteria with which to evaluate from
external, non-educational, sources. Practitioners, in a word, risk marking time on the same spot
or marching to another’s tune and in a direction which may not be acceptable to their
professional judgement. A practitioner who does not wish to do either will, he suggested, have

to have the following characteristics:

‘The commitment to systematic questioning of one’s own teaching as a basis for
development;
The commitment and the skills to study one’s own teaching:

The concern to question and to test theory in practice by the use of those skills.’

(1975, p. 144)
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I would suggest that to the above should be added the statement

‘The will to commit all the above to the generation of theoretical understandings

about education and practical strategies to improve practitioners’ expertise.’

This research makes a fundamentally liberationist assumption that practitioners of all
kinds of education will benefit by being given research tools with which to develop
understanding about the curriculum for their particular age-phase and about what teaching it
involves. This will enable them to make more professional decisions about their work, but more
than that, it will make it possible for them to take part in the generation of knowledge about
their own discipline. This assumption is definitive of the kinds of research design that can be
used, and it has been extremely important to me to find a research design that was capable of
‘learning’ from the practitioner’s initial and developing insights and expertise, and returning to
the practitioner something of value to her or his development as an independent practitioner,

while also contributing to general educational knowledge.

This influenced decisions about the best kind of model to follow. In analysing the search
for models I will begin by chronologically noting the criteria as they arose within this
liberationist framework, and then discuss what I take to be the most serious criticisms of the

model chosen.
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Characteristics of the research and criteria for the design

Within its aim of empowering practitioners this research has two strands, each of which

contributes to the research perspective:

- a focus on the practitioner’s self-evaluation and how it may be supported and

systematised;

- a focus on the practitioner/researcher’s role and its impact on professional

understanding.

The interaction between these two strands is complex. The professional insights and
perspectives of both partners in this collaborative research have for their theoretical context and
their data collection all the pedagogic theory and educational interactions of the setting - the
principles of how we educate young children and the values that underpin these principles, the
processes of observation and assessment of children and the negotiation of the practitioner’s
curriculum planning and provision. The interpretation of data draws on the insights of both
partners; it is a dynamic process in which agreement is not necessarily easily reached, and
researching it requires a methodology which can accommodate the actions, thoughts and learning
experiences of both partners. It was an initial assumption that there would be, as in views drawn
from the work of Humanities Curriculum Project (Elliott, 1991, pp. 26-7), a clear distinction

between the enquiries of practitioner and researcher. This was soon being eroded, as will be
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explained, and some different interpretations of the relationship had to be developed.

Few studies of teacher evaluation in action were discovered during the search for models
at the outset in 1986. However, some helpful models were found in the comparable area of
studies of educational problem-solving. Of these, the most influential studies for this research

were those in which;

the context chosen was the child’s eye view of education,

the problems confronted were to do with practitioners trying to support children

and adapt their plans and actions appropriately,

the methodology used was one which would give the most uncensored

information about what children were experiencing.

The research methodology chosen was an action research project, along the line of studies
following the work of the Ford Teaching Project which have focused on practitioners’ self-
reflective enquiries into their own practice (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). There were several ways
in which this kind of approach seemed an appropriate model to adopt. In the Ford Teaching
Project the context chosen was the pupil’s context of learning in classrooms in secondary
education - the dynamics of group work which can promote or wreck a teacher’s plans, and

factors such as classroom rivalries and gender bias. The problem initially confronted in the Ford
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Teaching Project was the frequent perception gap between teachers’ descriptions of what they
do and their actual practice. The methodology used was based on the concept of triangulation
in assessment of teachers, in which child, teacher and observer formed the three sides (Elliott,
1976). The aim of this methodology was to try to see the educational experience from the child’s
point of view and to support teachers in continuous adaptation to shape their teaching more
appropriately. If teachers were to be continually adapting their practice, a framework which
supported their adaptation must be provided; hence the idea of a continuous

research/action/research cycle or spiral as characterised by McNiff (1988, pp. 44-45).

The Humanities Curriculum Project was also a useful model, particularly in relation to
the vision of teaching that underpinned it. Its vision was that responding to the need for change

was

‘part of the continuous process of educational development...No doubt the brakes
on change will be the entrenched attitudes of some teachers. But we must not
underestimate the pedagogical problems which face teachers of the greatest
sensitivity, intelligence and goodwill. If they are to make headway they need, as do
other professions, to have new knowledge and techniques placed at their disposal.’

(Schools Council/Nuffield Foundation, 1970, p. 4)

The Project sought to help teachers develop in pupils an understanding of social situations

and human acts. This was not very different from the aims of my own project, to help
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practitioners develop in very much younger children all the understandings and competence they

need to make a success of their early learning in group settings.

Both the Ford Teaching Project and the Humanities Curriculum projects emphasised the
need for research tools that could be responsive to changes in the practical collaboration and
theoretical conceptualisation of the teachers and researchers involved. The action research
concept and tools developed in these projects were influential on the structure of the
methodology from very early on in my research. In the following section the beginning points
in terms of the conceptual framework of the research are described and the shaping of an action

research approach is shown.
2.1.1. The advantages of action research for educational development

Action research is well suited to practitioners’ investigations, because of this flexibility
in adapting to different kinds of concerns and problems and its capacity to change and adapt as
Practitioners’ perspectives change. It is also extremely economical of time, effort and money in
that it enables conclusions to be hypothesised, tested, confirmed or negated, and incorporated
into practice if desirable all in the same process. By comparison, less flexibly structured research
Programmes could..take much longer to reach the same point since their focus and methods
Cannot be adjusted during the programme, and another programme must be set up to test out the

hypotheses generated as a result of testing the programme’s original hypothesis.
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Action research sees the place of research as being everywhere and all the time. Like the
difference between summative and formative assessment, the difference between action research
and other forms is the difference between wishing to test what others have learned and wishing
to learn oneself and then do one’s own testing. Early years practitioners need have no fears
about action research as long as practitioners themselves are well represented in its use. They
have, and will continue to have, good reason to fear other kinds of research, because they have

so little part in the generation of hypotheses and so little influence over the methodology and

direction of the research programme.

If there is to be a way of allowing practitioners to have some control over their
professional destiny, action research must play a definite role. Just as evaluation is the process
by which teachers exercise their professional expertise and make an input into their own
professional development, so the profession as a whole has much to gain from practitioners
engaging in action research. This route to development of educational practice and hence policy

offers an enhanced role for practitioners as a body, and enhancement of their status as informed

professionals.

2.1.2. The conceptual framework of the investigation

The investigation described in this thesis is set in the context of early childhood
education, as described in Chapter One. The early childhood context is significant because it has

set the research within a particular conceptual framework, that of the developmental model of
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the educational process, and because this is a conceptual framework which corresponds quite
closely to the assumptions of the two research project referred to above, in taking the child’s eye
view as supplying most important information for the practitioner. This is reflected in the
learner-centred perspective taken in this research project, in which the purposes of evaluation
are defined by the development and learning needs of individual children, as described in

Chapter One.

The evaluation which has taken place in each of these settings is based on this
developmental philosophy and practice. The underlying principles to which participants are
committed are based on understandings about learning in early childhood. Children are seen as
autonomous in their building up of knowledge and understanding of the world (‘Ruth’, see
below); their talking, playing, representing in drawing and other ways, experimenting and
exploring are the central focus of the practitioner’s interest (Teacher A, ‘Bob’, see below). This
can be seen in all the settings, in practitioners’ aims and expressions of concern. In this
research, therefore, the appropriate kind of evaluation is seen as focusing on the needs of
individual children for particular educational experiences. Research in this kind of evaluation
cannot be undertaken by rﬂeam that do not reflect these aims. Researching it would seem to
depend on using a2 methodology that was sympathetic to evaluative processes already established
and that was usable by the practitioners. I identified two particular aspects as having a leading

role in evaluation which would need to influence the research design.

Firstly, education should be seen as about change, involving the practitioner and the
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learners in a negotiation process in which the practitioner expects to be constantly

adapting the experiences provided to meet the children’s needs:

Secondly, there should be an emphasis on collecting appropriate evidence, observing,

analysing and reflecting before making plans and implementing them.

The first aspect, the cycle:

observation,

reflection,

planning,

evaluation,

adaptation,

readjustment of ideas,

further planning
which is the theoretical basis of early childhood education, was not, I thought, seriously at odds
with the basic action research design as outlined by Elliott (1991, p. 71). There was another
reason why this particular design appealed as a design for researching evaluation; there were
certain ways in which it differed from and improved on earlier versions, such as Lewin’s (1946),
as summarised in McNiff (1988), in which each turn of the cycle appears to complete a chunk
of thought rather than being a continuous generation and regeneration of ideas as in Elliott’s

design.
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However, in a passage that is of central importance to the liberationist intentions of this
research, McNiff stated a concern that in spite of this all the schemes put forward by Kemmis,

Elliott and Ebbutt tend to

‘...require teachers only to apply systems to their pupils. In this sense they may be
accused of prescriptivism and possibly of being no further advanced in educational
democracy than an interpretive tradition.’

(1988, p. 36)

This was extremely worrying. For if the model was too prescriptive no reliance could
be placed on the research conclusions about how to empower practitioners. Some time after, a
period of reflection suggested that I had overlooked certain aspects of my own interpretations
of the model, which - perhaps departing from the structure of the model as intended - had
introduced the element of partnership, dialogue and, significantly, the outsider as part of the
focus of the research. The research was not only shared in the sense of being carried out by one

or more practitioner and myself as researcher. It was shared in the sense that both sides were

‘in’ the research.

2.1.3. A developmental framework, including the role of the ‘other’

Like the early childhood planning and evaluating cycle, the action research cycle should
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be open to new ideas and new orientations, and if it is, it can generate new understandings.
These new understandings can probably come about in more than one way, but in general terms
it seems that the involvement of another person in reflection on the research evidence is a help
in the process. Ashcroft (1996) celebrates what she calls the ‘classic action research model’ for
the way that it draws attention to the different stages and to the importance of data collection,

but she finds it inadequate for solving the problem that one cannot know what it is that one does

not know.

‘Teachers are assumed to be in a position to define all their own goals with little
outside help. In the course of the research, experienced teachers may become aware
of other issues.that need investigation, but this is a chance rather than an inevitable
consequence. In the case of student teachers, with their relative inexperience of the
“factors that contribute to classroom problems, this difficulty will be more acute.’

(1992, p. 37)

She suggests that we need to involve outside help in order to achieve new ways of

looking at problems.

‘In all of this, the role of others, whether in groups or as individuals, becomes
escential. Alternative problems cr ways of conceptualising the problems that are
recognised can be drawn to the student’s attention.’

(op. cit., p. 37)
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This role of the ‘other’, what I have called the ‘outsider’s role’ in Chapter One, seems
to be one explanation of how it is that Elliott’s version of the cycle can become open enough to

break into new problems or new areas for investigation.

This emphasis on the role of another perspective sheds light on how some researchers
have approached a further issue which was mentioned in Chapter One - that of understanding
an unknown culture well enough to know the significance of what has been observed. In Chapter
One the difficulty of getting to know a new classroom or other setting was discussed. In the
model of research being discussed here, acquiring inside knowledge is a specific aim in itself.
To achieve this requires a particular approach. An example of this is the work of Otto (1995)
which describes her research into graduate medical education in Tanzania. In order to interpret

what she observed, she needed a way to understand the unfamiliar cultural assumptions.

¢,...the researcher must bridge the gap between the familiar and the unfamiliar to
understand and examine the research question. Interpretive investigators share the
common problem of finding methods of understanding unfamiliar data.’

(1995, p. 280)

Otto’s solution was to draw in a native Tanzanian intern MD, Nkanga, to be her
collaborator. With his help she was more able to understand the Kiswahili words that were being

used, but she found that she needed to know
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‘not just what the teachers were saying, but also what they were meaning. This was
something literal translations could not provide. My background in action research
provided a means to reflect on the working relationship that Nkanga and I had. It
also allowed us to move his work into the area of cultural interpretations.’

(op. cit., p. 281)

Admitting that this kind of research requires a partnership of at least two who are able
to draw on the necessary range of inside and outside knowledge brings its own structural
developments. Otto found that moving from translation to interpretation meant that decision-
making was no longer purely hers, and nor were her answers to research questions. Later, she
found that Nkanga added his own research question about the nature of the student/teacher
relationship and her perception of it. Although at first she could not mesh his questioning with
hers, there was an eventual integration into a large picture when she and he could allow each
interpretation to complement the other. This throws light again on the issue of the involvement
of others in the research, and how this can extend the range of the discussion and reflection.

Otto believes that without this she would have remained an outsider.

The model that has emerged from my efforts to shape a research design to suit
practitioners’ self-evaluations is one which is predicated for change: change in the minds of
practitioner/insider and researcher/outsider; change in understanding the research context and
phenomena; change even in the design of the research itself. The learning of the protagonists

in the action and the learning of the outsider/s are both dependent on open-ness to change. It is
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through their endeavours to understand and learn from the evidence they have of the situation
that insider and outsider are confronted with the necessity of changing. Observation, reflection
and analysis are the heart of this process and will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. At
this point, however, I would like to explore one general aspect of observation shared between
insider and outsider - the way in which it has a tendency to bring up problems for the research
to work on. In effect, it seems as if the role of observations is to express the research in terms

of problems - to problematise it.

2.1.4. A problematised framework for researching evaluation

Chapter One included a description of the research process, its issues and some of its

problems. Problems have had a shaping role in these research activities, in the following ways:

1. Practitioners’ initial perceptions helped to define practitioners’ initial focuses but
could also bring the researcher into a state of conflict with the practitioner if the evidence
seemed to be pointing the other way. Teacher B in Phase 1 was worried about whether she was
giving children enough support for their reading, but the evidence that I, as the
researcher/outsider, gathered to help me get ’on the inside’ of children’s experiences suggested
that there was a more fundamental issue, that of some children’s failure to grasp what was going
on (see below for fuller details). This drew attention to the value of tracking individuals and

analysing their experiences as a background context for more detailed focusing. This became a
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part of the strategy used in Phases Two and Three; general observations were used to inform
the understanding of the outsider but also to give the insider some counter-weight to the pressure

of practitioner-led concerns.

This consideration also spurred one practitioner to extend her own role in the research -
the nursery nurse ‘Bob’ in Phase Two felt she needed to learn more about very young children’s
learning in her own setting so she video-recorded and analysed her own observations
independently. Her thoughts on the learning she observed, and the conclusions she drew about
how practitioners should plan, resource and extend children’s learning will be found in Chapter

3. They are among the most wide-reaching and well-reasoned of any encountered in all three

phases of the research.

2. The problem of my own disempowerment in unknown settings influenced the
development of my role as the researcher; it meant that I had to emphasise my role as a learner.
By the time I felt more comfortable and ‘inside’ the setting I had lost some of my ’outside’
qualities. In particular, I had come under the influence of the research relationship. For instance,
in Phase Three I found myself working with a mother of one child and grandmother of another
as part of my research with a teacher and nursery nurse team (see below for details). I had a
relationship with the family of children being observed as well as with the practitioners with
whom I was researching. Not only was I learning what it was like to be a close family member
involved in the care and education of a child with Down’s Syndrome, I was learning about the

developmental aspects of disability and how a curriculum could be negotiated that would be
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empowering for the family and for the child. I was, in my own terms, generating knowledge and
understanding and locating it within my own expertise and experience. I could put this insight
about how knowledge and understanding can be generated into the research design and talk in
terms of theory being generated in action, which will be explored in Chapter Seven. I could also
begin to ask some questions about the impact of the research on myself. I had already noted the
shift in the research towards including the impact on the researcher; now I could start reflecting
on the nature of the impact in more detail. It began to seem as if knowing and understanding
through research might be a different way of acquiring the kinds of knowledge and
understanding most needed for evaluation. In fact, might participation in action research of this
kind be the logical outcome of commitment to early childhood education and its characteristic
approach to evaluation? Might it be what evaluation really ought to be, in that other ways were

less reliable and professionally justified?

Problems could thus be described as getting in the way of the research, but also as what
the research should take as its focus, since they related to essential theoretical and practical
aspects of the process of evaluating in classrooms. In focusing directly on problems faced by
practitioners we have opportunities to contribute to their effectiveness and fulfillment. Problems
need to be seen as central to the research, and require an appropriate methodology. Action

research has been defined as essentially focused on practitioners’ perceptions of their own

difficulties.
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‘A fundamental principle of action research is that it begins with teachers’ own
understanding of the practical problems and issues that they face in the classroom
with kids. It doesn’t start off with a theoretical problem, it starts off with a practical
problem. It’s concerned with understanding that problem and trying to find ways

of resolving that problem.’

(Elliott, 1991)

To characterise this research in terms of the problems it focused on directs attention to
how formative problems can be, but also to the fact that they can be stopping points. Over time,
my case-study based action research project, conceptualised as an action-research cycle found
that the nature of the problems confronting practitioners, and practitioners’ different responses

to them, meant that:

- some, like the nursery nurse and teacher team mentioned above continued to

focus on the same problem of managing children’s troubling behaviour,

- while others went on to a new problem attached to the issue identified, like
Teacher B whose concern to help children with their reading was widened by

evidence to a concern to help some with particular difficulties to ’find their place’

in the class concerns,

- while yet others identified a new version of the original focus, like 'Bob’,
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whose concern with one child’s difficulties was then widened to consider how
planning, resourcing and the use of practitioners’ time could be informed by

evidence of the children’s learning.

The cycle of action research as defined by McNiff (1988, p. 32) has many different variations.

This variety is also true of the outcomes for the practitioners involved.

2.1.5. The collection of data for action research

The data for this research has been gathered through joint working with practitioners in
the various institutions. The main body of evidence consists of audiotapes and written notes of
classroom interactions and conversations with practitioners. There have also been two
questionnaires used to establish basic facts - about levels of training, for instance - which were
given to all the nursery centre and day-nursery staff. The observations of classrooms, taped and
written, are intended not as the focus for research in themselves, but as the material for

discussion with practitioners. It is in the conversations with the practitioners that the real focus

of the research takes place.

Phase One is reviewed in detail because it has been the one in which the cognitive
foundations and practical strategies have been established. The nature of the data and the

learning in Phases Two and Three are also given.
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The outline of the data is linked to the questions with which I have tried to shape my
thinking. Some questions were present at the beginning, some arose as the work went on;
questions continue to be provoked during the final conclusions. At the end of each research
activity I have recorded the conclusions I felt I could draw. These, while based on the data and
in some senses more like reflections, are also data relevant to the development of my

understanding about the process of educational research.

2.2. Data and Findings of the Phases

2.2.1 Phase One, Stage One:1986

Five half-day sessions in the classroom with Teacher A.

I began the research with the idea of working with a practitioner and looking at how
teachers provide for children who give them cause for concern in the classroom. I spoke to
Teacher A, who was opening a reception class and we agreed to collaborate. I would gather
information about classroom interactions between her and the children which would help her to
provide for her children’s needs as they settled in to the class. I noted with pencil and paper how
she spoke to the class, gave her a copy, and asked for her comments. She was alarmed at the
amount of managerial language she was using, and together we agreed that we both put
children’s spontaneous talk and activity into a position of priority. She then evaluated my records

according to the criteria of how well her efforts as a teacher supported children’s autonomy,
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including the needs and purposes of individual children she had particular concerns about. As
a result, she decided to change some of the patterns of classroom organisation she had
established, so that children could manage their own needs better and she had more time to talk
to them about what they were learning. I was aware that in fact A had changed the focus to one
that was more interesting to research because it aroused her concern. I learned that practitioners
ought to be the ones who chose the focus if I wanted to learn about their approaches to

evaluation.

I learned something else about the process of evaluation and decision-making in education
as well; I noticed that being given some relatively objective information about the classroom
enabled A to evaluate what she was doing, and to develop new ways of providing for the
children. I noticed that she and I both appealed to some principles which we saw as fundamental
(the importance of children being able to pursue their own interests, for instance) and which
would provide criteria for evaluating practice. If, for instance, something that she did led to
undermining children’s conversational interactions she would wish to reject it, no matter what

the arguments of efficiency in its favour - other ways of being efficient would have to be found.

My understanding of the general process of helping with evaluation and consequent

decision-making was that it seemed to involve:-

a) gathering information as objectively as possible i.e. with as broad a focus as might be

obtained [an ’outside’ view]; the tape-recording was more acceptable than my written
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notes.

b) interpreting that information in the light of general educational principles which put

the development of the individual pupil first (‘don’t I talk a lot!’).

c) agreeing criteria for judging the effectiveness of a teacher’s practice which could be
found by looking at the experiences of the children in the classroom (A’s decision to give
up the carpet sessions in the mornings because the children were being kept there too

long).

1986: Conclusions from work with Teacher A
Objective data challenge practitioners’ thinking and provoke developmental

interpretations for the evaluative process.

These lead to clarifying developmental criteria for quality. Research
processes to note are the finding of a focus - this needs to be the
practitioner’s independent choice - and the research tools should give
practitioners the information they need on which to base their choices

about action.
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2.2.2 Phase One, Stage Two: 1986-7

Four half-day sessions in the classroom with Teacher B

I next worked with Teacher B, who had a vertically-grouped infant class in a different
school. In introducing myself to her, I described the method as it had evolved and as I express
it above. Remembering A’s response to the classroom information I gathered, I tried to give B
the feeling that she could have the process under her own control - my research could be like
a light that she could shine on areas that interested her. Her first wish was to evaluate her
support for children’s reading, but she also mentioned a concern to know how the youngest

children’s needs were being met in the class, where there was a great range of stages as well

as of ages.

By this time I was committed to using a tape-recorder and radio-microphone to record
the teacher’s interactions with children. I had recorded one session with A, and realised - after
an exhausting attempt to transcribe the whole of it (see Appendix A) - that this was not a
realistic method, since no practitioner could devote so much time to transcribing one half-day’s
evidence. Instead, the practitioner could select what were the most interesting parts of the tape
to discuss without imposing self-defeating burdens. B took the tapes after each session and noted
down what she felt was particularly interesting, and after I too had listened to the tapes we
discussed the implications. B felt reassured on the whole about the reading, but we both noticed
that two particular children were a bit ’adrift’ in the classroom, not understanding what learning

they were being introduced to. One was rising five and had just come from the school’s nursery
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class. The other would be leaving for the Juniors at the end of the academic year. I supported
the evidence from the tapes with observations that I had made independently, and talked through

with B what might be done to make room in the classroom for these children’s needs.

From this stage I felt that I learned that:-

a) information gathered in as objective a way as possible was essential if the teacher was
to learn something new (the change from a focus on reading to the needs of individual

learners)

b) criteria for judging practice which Teacher B used when reviewing the data were

closer to the individual children’s own needs than those which came from priorities of

the infant classroom (her concern for Jeremy)

c) collaboration could extend to more than the observer acting as a tool in the teacher’s
hand. I had undertaken a couple of brief observations to add weight to the interpretation
that I had put on evidence from the tape - I was also taking a hand in the direction of the
research by producing evidence that there was cause for concern about Jeremy and

David. My concealment as neutral observer was over, at least in my own eyes.
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1986-7: Conclusions from work with Teacher B
The role of objective data and the practitioner’s learning from it, the
researcher as active participant providing more data and sharing the

interpretation of data.

After these two experiences with classroom teachers I began to feel that I had some idea
of what the collaborative research process had to offer. I wanted to try it out in other situations,
and to discover whether it would work in initial teacher education, or in multidisciplinary
projects. The broad effect of this was to find out what some of the limitations of the process

were, and, in this way, to get to know more about the process and about what participants

needed to bring to it.

2.2.3 Phase One, Stage Three: 1988a

Student teachers and College-based learning

During the running of a short course on history for students I sought to co-evaluate with
students the educational interactions in our seminars, through reflecting on 10 weeks of seminar
sessions and analysis of classroom activity and a written report by students. No recording
support was available. I wanted to look further into the way in which educational criteria can
be found in the process of reflecting upon what education ought to be like (as in the reflections
by both teachers, above). I felt that in the group we made statements about history as a

discipline and how children learn history which corresponded to the principles enunciated in
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early childhood education. If we measured these against our own observations and perceptions
of schoolchildren we had studied, we could find ourselves in possession of a fairly

comprehensive set of criteria against which to measure our work.

I asked students to try to evaluate their own work in history against the criteria we
evolved in our group work. At first, the results was disappointing. Broadly speaking, the college
tradition of students evaluating courses for their satisfactoriness to themselves had been strong
in the students’ minds, and their evaluations were not of their own thinking and practice but
rather of how far they felt the course met their own learning needs. What I was disappointed
in was the difficulty in teaching professional objectivity and self-awareness about one’s own
thinking and experience. It seemed hard to get into the habit of listening to one’s own voice or
reading one’s own plans with the needs and responses of children in mind so that one noted

where one’s own blind spots or weak links were.

In spite of the above concerns however, study of the students’ responses showed that they
were aware of some criteria of quality in provision for children’s learning, and there was, I felt,
room for hope that with more time for experience and reflection these could have contributed

to a critical evaluation of their own practice and understandings. I came to feel that I had

learned:

a) that the objective standpoint was hard to achieve and should be studied carefully as an

aim in itself. This would be an advantage to any intending teacher. Learning to teach
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involves learning to adopt the perspective of others, and evaluation is a process all
students should be able to use. My kind of research collaboration could contribute to the
learning of this process. At a later point in Phase 3 two Canadian undergraduates
temporarily placed with the project strongly recommended an action research involvement

in the classroom for all students as a way to begin the process of reflecting on one’s own

practice.

b) that time, and personal involvement, were necessary if the process was to develop.

Students were not unable to evaluate in the way suggested to them, but they needed time

and support for this to become a part of their expertise.

1988a: Conclusions from work with students on College-based history course
Collaborative evaluation in initial teacher education faces the conflict
between evaluating courses and evaluating one’s own learning: the

objective standpoint needs time and opportunity to be developed.

2.2.4 Phase One, Stage Four: 1988b

Students and school-based learning

The aims of this activity were that the data should provide information about the nature

of the development of teacher evaluation in students and whether the process developed so far
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could help with this. We might see how evaluation can be undertaken as part of the process of
learning to teach; we might also see what part it might be able to play in educational
development. The period of involvement took place during a 4 week block practice in which 1
session’s use of the recording equipment was offered. The offer was made that students who
wished could ask me to bring the recording equipment so that they could record themselves for
further reflection and self-evaluation as part of their normal TP work. Few took up the offer,
and those who did spelled out in their replies to my enquiry why they found it potentially helpful

but difficult to operate this system.

The reasons focused more explicitly on the way people feel about gathering evidence

about themselves than any replies had done before:

a) the technology used required time to explore before one could know what to expect

from it

b) the process of examining one’s own practice was emotionally threatening, and needed

to be undertaken in the context of close personal support.

1988b: Conclusions from work during teaching practice
The needs of students show that collection and review of objective data
from the classroom makes demands on self-confidence: the role of the

tutor conflicts with that of the research partner over self-judgements
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based on the review of objective data. The research partner should not
be part of the appraisal system if students are to feel confident enough

to evaluate their work.

From 1988 onwards the offer of technology that students could borrow and operate
themselves was continued and a few requests were made by students who were supervised by
the writer. The small but regular number of requests suggests that certain students, who were
introduced to the idea during their TP or during daily work in schools, have felt confident
enough to incorporate it into their own processes of information-gathering and evaluation.
However, the numbers are too small to say that using tape-recorders in self-evaluation has
become a regular part of the process of ITE; rather it is a feature of particularly self-confident
and committed students. Tentative conclusions are that the level of group and individual support
needs to be looked at if this is ever to become the case. Is this a problem, given likely
developments in ITE? Present trends in ITE suggest that levels of support are likely to have to
be much lower than ever before. The present trend away from input by lecturers and towards

learning from class teachers could lead to a weakening of the professional strength of teachers

in evaluation of their own work.

Given what we know about the importance of matching the curriculum to children’s
levels of understanding, learning strategies and so on, it seems essential that self-evaluation
should form a large part of students’ initiation into teaching. It may be unfortunate that the key

ingredient - tutor:student time - should be in such short supply, but this is no reason to jettison
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the process that offers real hope of improving educational quality. Rather, we should look to
what we can learn about economical and effective ways in which to support students and teachers

as part of our attempts to help education become a more autonomous discipline.

2.2.5 Phase Two: 1990-3

The Workplace Nurseries Pilot Project

The Goldsmiths’ College pilot project in monitoring and evaluation aimed to develop
strategies to support staff working in nurseries providing day-care for working parents. We were
fortunate in being invited to work in two settings providing care and education - a maintained
combined nursery centre in inner London, and an independent day-nursery in central London.
It was hoped that the process of supported evaluation might help staff to monitor and improve
their own practice, and help with the monitoring and evaluation of any expansion of nurseries
for the children of working parents by identifying some strategies for improving and maintaining
quality of provision. It was hoped that we might also see how the process of supporting staff in
evaluation not only improves practice but also deepens understanding so that it can help in
teaching people how to teach better by enabling teachers to develop their practice and extend

their expertise, and by generating a body of valid and relevant educational theory about

generating and maintaining quality.

This Phase, and Phase Three, were very different in structure from Phase One, but the
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writer’s share in them embodied significant elements drawn from the first Phase.

Phase Two was a pilot project in staff evaluation in workplace nursery settings, jointly
undertaken with a colleague, and funded by the College. It investigated monitoring and
evaluation of education in two nurseries providing for children of working parents. The project
studied the process of evaluation in these settings where staff had a variety of qualifications,
predominantly NNEB (nursery nurse) training, with other qualifications as well including

DFE-approved teacher training (nursery and infant).

The intentions of the project were to explore how monitoring and evaluation of practice
might be done should the expected expansion of employer-led day-care take place. The rationale
for the project was defined in terms based on those evolved in the earlier work on evaluation
reported above: with a colleague, Geva Blenkin, I would work with practitioners in two settings
to develop strategies for supporting the evaluation of practice. An action research approach

would be used again, with a first-stage fact-finding questionnaire to establish the participants’

qualifications and experience.

The research took place in inner London. Two nurseries aiming to meet the needs of
parents who require day-care for their children took part; Centre 1 is a local authority combined
education and social services nursery centre in Tottenham, London N 19, and Centre 2 is a
non-profitmaking private nursery, situated in EC 1 and sponsored by a large financial firm in

the City of London. Both centres provide education and care for children from babyhood to the
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age of compulsory schooling. The numbers involved were approximately 80 toddlers and
children under five in Centre 1 and approximately 5 babies and 25 toddlers and under-fives in
Centre 2. Qualifications of staff included trained nursery nurses, Montessori teachers, SRNs and

trained nursery/infant teachers.

The key element taken from Phase One was the action research model with
observation-based data, which staff in one setting took on under their own leadership and used
for their own evaluations (see below and Appendix E). In the other setting, individual members
of staff used the method to evaluate their provision for large or small groups or individuals in
their care (see Appendix F). The interaction between principles and values held by staff and the

observation-based evidence of children’s experiences was similar to that of the teachers in Phase

One.

The questions which arose in Phase One about what staff would need in order to
self-evaluate were explored through the action research approach. In each nursery, a period of
joint staff/researcher observations and evaluations was followed by a development in which the
staff took the process of evaluation a stage further, both nurseries deciding independently to
focus on outdoor play. However, staff also made it clear that they did not find it easy to

continue to self-evaluate without some outside support (Appendix E).

The two basic focuses of this project’s investigation of ways to develop the

self-evaluation process were externally-supported observation and discussion of observations.
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The ongoing process of information-gathering was focused on child-observation to inform staff
about their children’s experiences and achievements, and this formed the basis of discussions
about the evaluation of work by staff. Recording equipment was not used because the only
satisfactory method seemed to be to use the bulky and heavy set of tape-recorder, radio-
microphone and transmitter. Extra help would have been needed to operate the system, but an
extra member of the staff team would have been beyond the project resources. Practitioners were
asked to make observations of their own choice of focus. They have needed practical help and
encouragement to do this because of the constant demands on the time and energy of staff
working with children from babies to five year olds. On occasions the researcher undertook
observations for members of staff. When staff have undertaken their own observations the results
have been highly satisfactory, for instance in enabling them to carry out more effectively their

policies for outdoor play, and in enabling them to demonstrate and meet the social and emotional

needs of very young babies.

Findings: The findings confirm, in general, the points identified earlier about the
importance of a shared or partnership approach, the value of observation-based evidence, and
the practitioner’s self-development through reflection on what has been learned. They also
confirmed that it is difficult for practitioners working with young children to undertake their own
observations because of the constant demands on their time, and that support from within or
outside the setting would be necessary. Where observation was achieved by the practitioners it
was done either by the head or deputy head, or by the united efforts of a groups of people. This

is one reason why, in Phase Three, the support of other colleagues and the head teacher were
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noted as being necessary for practitioner self-evaluation in early childhood education.

1993: Conclusions about Phase Two
Importance of observation and assessment in evaluating; criteria for
evaluation are directly related to the principles which define
participants’ conceptions of education and of childhood itself. Staff

need an outsider both to help with observations and for another

viewpoint.

2.2.6 Phase Three: 1994-5

Involvement in Principles into Practice

This project, my involvement with which is given as Phase Three of this research, has
far wider influence than the particular aspects relevant to the evolution of the professional
insights described here. For an outline of this national project see Blenkin, Hurst, Whitehead

and Yue (1995). The subsequent phases of the project will take it through 1996 at least.

The aim of the project was to explore ways of meeting practitioners’ needs for
professional support and development to allow them to improve provision for early learning.
After a representative survey to establish practitioners’ circumstances and how they saw their

needs, an action research approach was tried out in independent and local authority educational
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provision for under eights and in playgroups and day nurseries. The writer’s part in this project
as deputy-director for preschool settings allowed for explorations of action research strategies
as professional development support for practitioners, based on practitioner-led investigations
and evaluations of their work in the various settings. The part of my research reported here was
done through a continuance of the work with one of the settings from Phase Two (the combined

centre) and with a new setting, a maintained inner-city nursery school.

In the pilot action research stage of Phase Three staff in these two research centres
developed personal interests and focuses of their own. In the combined centre a nursery nurse,
Bob, used video and written observations to record the activities of children from 9 months to
2 years old, and has shown that assumptions about provision for them need rethinking, since she
has evidence that contradicts assumptions about their needs. She was at this stage the only
participant I worked with who was able to undertake her own data-gathering on a regular basis,
and even so this was very much dependent on staffing levels and on the support of the head of
the centre. Another nursery nurse at the same centre, Ruth, examined what was involved for
staff in providing for children’s autonomous use of the learning environment, and the team she
worked with became interested in the use of observation both for monitoring children’s progress
and for assessing their use of provision. A major problem was that, as a large and busy team,

they had little time to discuss their findings together, since they were all on different shifts.

The head of centre, the deputy head and the teacher responsible for Ruth’s team were

strongly in support of the participants throughout the centre’s involvement in the research.
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During this stage, they provided support for Ruth and Bob whenever they could. Both the deputy

head and the teacher had taken part in the Phase Two research (see Appendix B).

In the nursery school a team of two, a nursery teacher (deputy head of the school) and
a nursery nurse, each undertook to investigate children who were giving cause for concern and
to evaluate provision for them. In the case of the nursery nurse, a violent and unpredictable boy
was monitored through observations done by the writer which were discussed by staff with his
mother, and which provided evidence for the clinic they were attending as well. The nursery
teacher first focused on the boy mentioned earlier about whose capacity to communicate there
was anxiety; close observation by the writer revealed the extent to which he was benefiting from
being in collaboration with his teacher; he appeared to be generously supportive of younger
children, contradicting the teacher’s impression of him as rather wild and careless of others’
feelings. It seemed from the observations that he was physically very active and noisy indoors
as well as out, but that he could spontaneously show consideration for younger children if they
seemed unhappy. This discovery enabled her to take a more confident approach to his activities
in the classroom. When he left, she chose to focus on a boy with Down’s Syndrome, asking that
I talk to his grandmother who usually brought him to school. The accumulated records of all

three children were passed on to their next schools.

More significantly, the observations were copied to and discussed with the parents and
a grandparent. This new step, the involvement of a parent/grandparent in the monitoring of a

child, may be the most significant result here; it is definitely a change of practice, and very
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unusual, in my experience, to share formal observations of children with their parents.

Both practitioners in the nursery school, and most of those in the combined centre, found
it impossible to find time to observe, and the coming of the stage of Principles into Practice at
which they will be asked to continue on their own means that the only way they can continue
is if the head teacher can find time to come in and support them regularly. They would, during
this second stage, receive research visits twice a term; so far, there is not enough evidence to

decide whether they will be able to carry on doing the observations.

All the participants worked with in Phase Three made it clear that support of one kind
and another was essential. ‘Bob’, for instance, stated that she could feel bold enough to examine

her practice because the writer was encouraging about her intentions and her professionalism.

1995: Conclusions from Phases One, Two and Three
Evaluation is a process at the heart of early childhood education for
which practitioners need appropriate support if they are to be able to
improve their provision and develop as professionals. Part of this
support consists of having help from an informed and supportive
outsider, who is prepared to make observations or recordings to assist
staff. However, the practical support of colleagues and senior

management is vital as well.
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During the action research phase of Principles into Practice, this supportive and
partnering role became part of the role description of the 'research partner’, the associate who
was the practitioner’s support and link with the main project. Gradually, the role of the
practitioners came also to be defined more specifically, and they were known as the ’action
researchers’. The trend which began with sharing the decisions about observations between
researcher and practitioner has been carried into a more practitioner-oriented research stance,

with the ’outsider’s role’ defined in terms of partnership.

2.2.7 Summary

This section has described the initial aims for the research design, the effect of experience
in expahding and shaping the design, and the specific conclusions about the role of the

researcher as outsider that were drawn in the course of the research.

The initial research design was conceptualised as an action research model based on the
work of Lewin as developed by Elliott with Adelman (1976) and summarised later (1991). It was
however expected to be more flexible and open than the word 'model’ might imply. Jack
Whitehead’s injunction that educational research should be educational (1986) was taken to
require that there should be the possibility of change in understanding as well as in practice, and
this was taken to mean that there should be the possibility of redefining problems and focuses

within the model. The role of the outsider became of interest early in the research, in spite of
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an initial assumption of Stenhouse’s position that there should be a clear first and second order
distinction between the enquiries of practitioner and researcher. This raised questions about
whether the research was in fact collaborative and shared rather than owned by the researcher.
Later experience and developments confirmed this, and led to a redefinition of the roles in which
the practitioner was the action researcher, choosing the focus and (mostly) doing the
observations, while the research partner was the link with the research project itself and shared

in the analysis of the findings and the discussion of conclusions.

The methodology

The methodology chosen for this study of practitioners’ self-reflective enquiries into their
own practice was based on action research models. Information was gathered in as objective a
way as possible, and criteria for judging practice were developed from reviewing the data. It was
expected that this would enable practitioners to adapt and develop their practice; it was not
anticipated that the development would extend to the researcher’s understanding of what was
involved, but this was in fact the case. It was difficult for practitioners working with young
children to undertake their own observations because of the constant demands on their time, and
support was necessary. Reflection also required the support of a colleague; points mentioned

were the value of having a colleague’s attention and time, and the need for emotional support

in reviewing practice.

The research relationship

The shared or partnership approach in this investigation was important for supporting the
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collection of observation-based evidence, and for supporting the practitioner’s self-development
through reflection on what has been learned. Although both were part of the researcher’s

responsibilities in the first two Phases, the third Phase showed that colleagues and senior
management in the settings could take on the first, while the second remained the responsibility

of the ‘research partner’.

The shifts of focus

The action research model seemed to encourage adaptation and change in the researcher
as well as in the practitioner. The shift of focus to evaluation in the earliest sessions of Phase
One was matched by the realisation that collaboration could extend to more than the observer

acting as a tool in the practitioner’s hand. The researcher was also learning, and learning in

action side by side with the practitioner.

Action research and practitioner self-evaluation

Stenhouse’s argument (1975) that each practitioner should be a researcher throws light
on what practitioner self-evaluation requires. Research into supporting the research aspects of

this aspect of the practitioner’s role can throw light on how improvements in education can be

supported.

In the next Chapter, a more detailed examination of the three Phases of this research will

show the activities and evidence which took place.
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CHAPTER THREE

AN ACCOUNT OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS

In this section of Chapter 3, all three Phases, which have been briefly

outlined in the previous chapters, is discussed under the following headings:

- the developmental stages of the research activities,

- the shift in perspective,

- the issues raised by the findings.

An overview of the three Phases is set out in Chapter One, and the

methodology of the three Phases is described in Chapter Two. The documents

relating to the research in the three Phases will be found fully presented in

the Appendices.
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3.1. The developmental stages of the research, including shifts in the

research perspective

3.1.1. Phase One

It has been explained above that the first research activity (Phase One) has developmental
links with two following Phases, Two and Three. Phase One has had the role of evolving some

possible methods for case-study research and establishing some preliminary outlines of what

might be learned in this way.

The research has already been presented in an overview (Chapter One) and from the point
of view of its methodology (Chapter Two). It may be helpful to review in brief the salient points

of the research Phases as they occurred.

In outline, Phase One went through several stages. The first two stages were with two
infant teachers (spring and summer 1986, autumn 1986 to January 1987), during which the focus
on evaluation gradually evolved, and a methodology based on observation by the researcher and
analysis by the teacher was developed. The subsequent stages of Phase One involved attempts
to develop this focus and methodology in other contexts. The contexts for this phase were a
college-based course for undergraduates (1988), and the classroom work of student teachers
(1988). These latter stages were not productive of the innovatory quality of insights and change

in orientation towards reflection that the two teachers had demonstrated. In this, the latter stages
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demonstrated some of the hitherto unexamined requirements for a successful collaboration of this

kind.

In Chapter Two it was noted that the research has had a tendency to a changing and
developing focus. The shift to an awareness of the role and concerns of the researcher was noted
above. There was an earlier change, however; this first change was in the orientation of the
investigations of Phase One which are now, in their content, investigations of teacher evaluation.
However, at the outset at the beginning of 1986, there was a different intended focus - this was
to have been how teachers approach helping children whose behaviour gave cause for concern.
The writer felt this area of investigation, which had been chosen in advance of spending time
in the classroom, was too externally-originating to reflect the agenda of the teacher and children
and rejected it after the second session with the first teacher. A wider, more centrally focused
subject was developed in collaboration with the teacher instead. This process of the developing

focus and its successive stages are now to be described more fully.

As was explained in Chapter 1, Phase One went through different stages, of which the
first two were formative for the approach to researching practitioner evaluation, and the later
two identified some of the necessary conditions for such evaluation to take place. During these
stages only one research perspective was perceived, although evaluations completed after the end
of Phase One (May 1991) show an awareness that my own growing insights had affected the

progress of the research (see Section 2 below). Awareness of the impact of the research on my

own development was to come later (see below).
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This description of Phase One will present for each stage an outline of the research
questions applied to it, the methodology for data-gathering used, and the findings which
distinguish that particular stage. These findings are the links to the succeeding stage through the

questions which emerged from them to shape tentative ideas for future action.

3.1.2. Phase One, Stage 1: 1986

5 half-day sessions in the reception class of Teacher A. (Appendix A)

This stage is analysed in greater detail than any succeeding stage because of its being the
point where many formative decisions were arrived at. These were to be a continuing influence

on the development of the rest of the Phase, and my contributions to the two succeeding Phases.

I began the research with the pre-formed intention, based on some classroom
investigations of my own in 1983-4, of looking at how teachers provide for children who give
them cause for concern in the classroom. I spoke to Teacher A, who was opening a reception

class and we agreed to collaborate. [Children’s names have been changed]

Note of preliminary discussion 21.1.86.

7 girls/23 boys in reception class. AG’s concern is for children who cause

your attention to wander from other children - testing adults.
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Emmanuel - lively, into everything and everyone’s concerns.
Dean - hurting??? other children. [A was not certain whether this was

intentional hurting]

Getting in touch with girls is also important to AG especially the quiet ones.’

We agreed that I would gather information about classroom interactions between her and

the children which would help her to match her children’s needs as they settled in to the class.

Session 1, 24.2.86

On my first visit (24.2.86) I settled myself where I could make contact with children ...

‘while being able to see and hear interactions Child-Teacher and Child-Child in most
areas of the classroom. Used brief notes to record general impressions and
verbal/physical interactions; noted Teacher’s descriptions and analyses of class,
individual, her intentions, etc’ [these were given to me verbally during the morning

to help me ‘find my feet in the class’]

I recorded my impressions of the class programme and the ethos the teacher aimed for;

‘Instructions during the morning referred to the group need for quiet talk, to care
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of equipment that all use, and to the responsibility on users to tidy carefully what
they had been using. Restrictions on individuals’ activities were in terms for [of]

danger to people and equipment (no running, chasing), noise, and room available

at activities.’

First stage methodology. I noted with pencil and paper what I called the ’Interactions
Observed’, which focused on what I felt were the times when the management of individuals’
needs would be paramount - group time on entry to the class, for instance. In effect, these notes
give snapshots of A’s guidance and support for children, in which there is, not surprisingly, a
strongly directive tone. I left space at the bottom of each page for her comments, which she used
to give information on children’s current concerns, such as a mother’s hospitalisation due to a
difficult pregnancy. At the end of the morning we had a brief discussion in which she gave me
more details about her perceptions of the children, and how she hoped to develop the class

behaviour. I recorded her comment on the class programme as follows:

‘She notes that it is hard for such young children to wait (for a turn or for
permission to move freely); the group are "quite good, most of them, at finding
something else to do when there isn’t room and they have to wait their turn", but
she wonders whether it might be more appropriate for them to start on activities as
they enter the room in the morning rather than sitting together until all are present

and the dinner requirements notified.’
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Teacher A is here introducing a different theme from the one we had given ourselves -
one which springs from her concern with meeting the children’s emotional needs, but which
widens the focus to include the whole class. Neither of us seems to have been conscious of this
change of emphasis at the time, although clearly it had an impact on our thinking, since this
became her focus and she did indeed alter the classroom programme at a later date. For the
meantime, however, we continued to try to focus on the management of particular children or
particular times of day. Only certain children’s names were changed for the record - not all

children were to be observed in detail and recorded.

Session 1: tentative findings and question/s arising from researcher’s notes:
How does A deal with individual children’s behaviour?
Method of gathering data - problematic [length]
Pencil notes of significant interactions (these are selected by researcher)
Special focus on particular children (names coded)

A is aware of tension between young children’s needs and class programme

No questions posed to me by A

Session 2: 3.3.86

The next session focused on methodology for recording information for the focus on
management of behaviour. A felt that the record would be improved by the addition of the time

of events and her position in relation to the child or children she was addressing. We agreed a

way of recording this by the use of symbols.
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The record of this session shows my thinking to have been concerned with both

management and future development of ways of helping practitioners to help each other.

‘considerations of teaching style....and...issues of management’ [and the fact that it
had not proved too difficult to record the names of all the children present at the
first session meant that] ’a teacher evaluator assisting a colleague would not need to

allocate significant amounts of time to the stage of initiation into the group as a

whole’

The record of this second session was a note of how A spoke to the class in a continuous
form, with the insertion of times, and with symbols to indicate her position in relation to the
child or children she was addressing. I gave her a copy, and asked for her comments both

verbally and in writing in the space at the bottom of each page of the record.

This session was formative for both of us. I had a serious methodological problem. In

my covering letter I apologised for the length of the record (14 A-4 pages) and asked

‘was it an especially busy morning or was I just noticing more? I was really
shattered afterwards but I can’t see that much could be left out because your style

of management applies over the whole field - or at least I think so!’

A full list of code-names for the children was included with my record.
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This continuous record highlighted more than the first one the length of time the children
were sitting on the mat at the beginning of the day. The record began at 9.00, yet it was more

than 30 minutes before the children could begin their activities.

9.34 ...(She gradually settles children to activities...)’

Teacher A wrote very little in the space reserved for her comments,, but what she wrote

showed a certain discomfort, focused on the language she found recorded.

‘Shades of Joyce Grenfell!’

‘I find it quite painful to read. My constant chatter seems quite banal!’

At the end of the record, which included a summary of our conversation about individual

children, she commented that she thought it was a very fair recording.

Session 2: tentative findings and question/s arising:
How does A deal with individual children’s behaviour? (unchanged)
Method of gathering data - still a problem
Pencil notes, continuous record, timed, A’s position noted (changed)
All children’s names now coded (researcher’s decision)
A is critical of own language use (changed)

No questions posed to me by A
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Session 3: 10.3.86

The next session’s recording has, at the bottom of the first page, her comment

‘I definitely feel that I need to review the start to the day. - free activities perhaps?

allowing children who need to talk the time and opportunity.’

At the end of the session we discussed her beliefs about the kind of classroom provision that is

appropriate for this age-group (reception). She described the need for

‘Lots of activities at once because of the risk of boredom - Must recognise their short
concentration span. They also want attention instantly!’ [A’s written comment on the

record of this last point: ’must gradually learn that this is not possible or desirable’]

Session 3: tentative findings and question/s arising:

How does A deal with individual children’s behaviour? (unchanged)

How do teachers provide for reception children’s needs? (joint concern, changed)
Method of gathering data - still problematic

Pencil notes, continuous record, timed, A’s position noted (unchanged)

All children included in researcher’s focus (unchanged)

A wants to review programme for start of day (changed)
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Session 4, 17.3.86
The record of the fourth visit shows the children on the mat for a similar length of time to the

previous sessions. A returned to focus on her language in her infrequent written comments,

ending with

‘After reading this I feel that I talk far too much and don’t listen to the children

nearly enough.’ (17.3.86)

I recorded in our discussion after the session:

‘A was interested in teachers’ use of leading questions which can take the initiative

away from the child; she finds this record sometimes causes her to wonder "why did

I say it like that?"’

It was after this session that A finally changed her arrangements for the 9.00 to

dinner-money collection period so that children could come straight in and settle to activities at

once.

I was still having problems with the amount of material there was to record (26.3.86).

Discussions with College colleagues gave rise to the possibility of using a tape-recorder, perhaps

with a throat-microphone for the teacher. I was concerned about this, because I felt it would

limit the value of the process for classroom teachers unsupported by the resources of Higher
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Education (Research Update, May 1986).

The attempt to show by symbols something of the conversational relationships in the
classroom (who talked to Teacher A, to whom she addressed remarks) was still in operation. (It
had been developed in recording the second session, noted on p.000, above, as a possible means
of making the notation of classroom transactions easier and clearer. It was eventually dropped

in favour of recording the conversations on tape.)

“This, though a poor substitute for the panning action of a video camera, would it
was hoped help to indicate the salient features of the classroom from the

management and personal relations point of view.’

Session 4: tentative findings and question/s arising:
How does A deal with reception children’s behaviour? (changed)
How to record accurately and manage amount of material?
Method of gathering data - problematic
Pencil notes, continuous record, timed, A’s position noted (unchanged)
A is critical of own language use (changed)

A to change start of day programme (changed)

Session 5, 30.6.86

The summer term was busy for both A and myself - she had a student in her class, and I had
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particular College commitments. There remained time towards the end of term for one or more
possible sessions. Direction of the focus for this continuation was seen as being up to A. My
Research Update of May 1986 summarised her interest in examining teacher language, and in
restructuring her entry procedure to give children more time for activity. The Update was sent
to A for her comments. In the meantime, I prepared an analysis of the kinds of language use I

noted in the records of previous sessions.

We were at last able to meet to talk on June 10th, 1986. We discussed the issues of how
to record sessions, and decided to try a tape-recorder. We hoped that this might help with the
difficulty of being natural while being noted down which A expressed, and that it would also
prove a more accurate tool. Teacher A said that, for the focus, she felt that the amount and
functions of her own talk were something to be considered - she would like to develop her
practice towards talking less and listening more, and towards a smaller role for controlling
language. I asked if she would like me to count up her ’control’ utterances, but she said please
would I not, as she felt unhappy about the control function of her language - it made her feel
that she was not putting into practice what she believed was essential for children’s education.
Instead, she proposed to continue the new entry procedures with the increased choice of activity
at 9.00, and to examine her own use of language, particularly in relation to the children’s own
initiatives. We hoped to look forward to a more leisurely research relationship in which A could

continue to draw on me for research support but at her own initiative and less intensively.

Unfortunately, however, pressure of time and other commitments meant that we were

96



only able to achieve one more session together - the one in which we used a tape-recorder and
a radio-microphone to record A’s talk (30.6.86). In this session A returned to her old pattern
of keeping the children beside her on the mat until dinner money had been collected; she said
that she needed to do this because she had to re-establish her relationship with the class after the
student’s teaching practice. She was pleased with the record of children’s interruptions to the
group discussion - ‘The interruptions are a good sign - participation.’ I noted privately that

this was the first time she had ever written a comment on a record of classroom interactions that

was not self-critical.

Teacher A wrote no other comments on the record of this first tape-recorded session,

which is hardly surprising since the transcript takes up 50 typed A-4 pages. The record was
definitely a great improvement in terms of accuracy and ’real life’ atmosphere, but it took 15
hours to produce, and was therefore hardly a likely candidate for general use by busy
practitioners or busy lecturer/researchers. This was a problem to be tackled in the next
classroom with Teacher B. However, Teacher A expressed her general satisfaction with the

methodology in a discussion of 5.11.86. She felt that having an outsider to help was a positive

thing - that exchanging roles with a colleague might not be so easy, as

‘[I] need relations redefining and the arena widening beyond one’s usual

perspective.’
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Initial findings from work with Teacher A

This first stage of the research in Phase One was immensely influential on my
understanding of what research with practitioners could be like, and how one might go about it.
With A, whom the above records demonstrate to be a high-principled and conscientious teacher
with a strong interest in research and in improving her professionalism, I learned about the kind
of professional self-criticism practitioners could engage in. A’s interest in language was, I feel,
closely linked with her awareness of the need to adapt her class programme to match the
emotional and social needs of her children. This self-criticism was deeply reflective and
constituted a major act of professional self-interrogation. It was thus a strong confirmation that
what I was trying to do was worth attempting - there was indeed much to be gained if a suitable

methodology could be evolved.

But was it going to be possible to find a way to record classroom interactions accurately
that would not be impossibly laborious? There was no question of my being able to repeat the

15 hours of transcription, nor of any teacher being able to take the time to read it.

The findings from this first stage can be summarised as follows:

Stage 1: findings and question/s arising at end of Stage:

Can an outside researcher help a practitioner to self-evaluate? Appropriate

method of gathering data?
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How can the methodology be improved?
Pencil notes or tape transcripts, very laborious
Findings and questions arrived at

Approach to evaluation is to a high standard of professionalism

These were the immediate findings and questions to be taken on to Stage 2. Some

underlying conclusions were also beginning to emerge.

Underlying themes:-

The value of observation as a research tool: Observation of children’s experiences is
the main agent of change in the research reported so far. The changes in understanding
of children’s educational needs which were noted in both teacher and researcher appear
to result from the encounter with evidence from the educational setting, which documents
the implementation in practice of principles and underlying values held by the
practitioner. One common factor is advanced as the cause of this change-provoking
quality in the evidence: it is evidence gathered through observation of interactions in the
practitioner’s own classrooms or other settings. Although there are pitfalls, difficulties
and inevitable limitations associated with trying to construct a reasonably accurate record
of children’s educational experiences (see below, p. ), the overall impact of this method
has been noted in all the different stages of Phase One. This approach became, along

with questionnaires, the fundamental method for Phase Two (1990-3), and the main
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method used in the classroom-based aspect of Project 3 (1993 onwards).

The importance of the collegial approach: Again, it is likely that observation was only
one of the causes of increased reflection and analysis of practice. Teacher A pointed to

other factors that must be influential in whether practitioners feel able to self-evaluate.

‘You must not under-estimate the part you played in the success of your visits
to my classroom. Your sympathetic, non-judgemental approach did a lot to
put me at my ease and give me confidence in your presence. I came to value

your observations and the subsequent discussions have been useful.’

It would be rash to claim that the observation-based methodology described here is
entirely responsible for the changes documented in Teacher A or, to look ahead, in Teacher B.
However, it is not unreasonable to claim that supported observation and analysis did help both
practitioners by giving them evidence on the basis of which they could evaluate their work, and

that it encouraged them in their reflections on how their educational principles could best be put

into practice.
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3.1.3. Phase One, Stage 2, 1986-7

Stage 2 consisted of 4 sessions in the classroom of Teacher B (a vertically-grouped infant

class). (Appendix B)

In my letter to the head teacher I described the method as I felt it had evolved and

offered:

‘my services"as a recorder/observer of teachers’ classroom interactions to enable
teachers to take a more objective view of areas of their practice, evaluate what is
happening and focus on areas they wish to adjust or develop. I have used both pen
and paper recording and taped records with a radio-microphone attached to the

teacher, sending -a transcription after each session for the teacher’s use and

comments.’

The response from the head teacher showed an interpretation similar to that I had formed

from my work with Teacher A.

‘One member of our infant staff is interested in taking part in your research project
next year. Her name is PW ....I also would be interested in this kind of activity
going on in school as it would serve to raise people’s consciousness about methods

and the rationale for self-evaluation. Opening up the discussion with practical
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examples would be very valuable...’

Focus of Stage 2: In our brief preliminary discussion I suggested to B that my research could
be like a light that she could shine on areas that interested her. Her first wish was to evaluate
her support for children’s reading, but she also mentioned a concern to know how children’s

needs were being met in the class, where there was a great range of stages as well as of ages.

Methodology for Stage 2: I was committed to using a tape-recorder and radio-microphone to
record the teacher’s interactions with children. Working from what A had said about the various
factors that were problems for her, such as the discomfort of being observed and the importance
of accuracy in the record, I felt we needed a different way of recording and analysing that would
make the teacher feel things were more under her control. Also, it was clearly not a viable
option for me to make a full transcript of the tape each time. I suggested that B took home the
tapes and returned them at my next visit with her notes of what she felt to be significant, linked
to the tape through the tape-numbers. I now realised that the teacher could select what were the
most interesting parts of the tape to discuss. This would have the advantage of making it easier
to focus on what B was concerned with, rather than my own pre-determined ideas. After I too

had listened to the tapes we would discuss the implications and form plans for the next session.

Stage 2, Session 1, 28.10.86

The record of this and the succeeding sessions is quite different from the previous records. B
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has noted the outlines of the class programme, the activities and who took part in them, and

significant aspects of children’s behaviour. The following is a characteristic section. The names

of children who are later focused on for particular reasons have been changed. The numbers

refer to the tape-recording.

516

607

627

635

678
(side 2)
24

86

return to class

assignments for morning

sorting leaves - Stacey, Joanne, Billy

number work - David, Claire, Hayley, Matthew and Jeremy
writing - Caroline, John O., Wayne, Michael D.

collage -  Mark, John P., Michael H., Richard

Group of children were v. quiet - Joanne and Stacey particularly
seemed inhibited by the tape although later in the morning they seem
to forget about it.

Jeremy talks about his number activity

David is telling me that his number activity is too difficult and I sort
out some different cards for him and get him to read the numbers off
the cards before he begins.

Jeremy interrupts

Jeremy interrupts sorting activity

checking Jeremy’s ??? [illegible] activity with him
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Impact of the methodology on the research activity

The impact of the new methodology was noticeable. After the first session I felt rather
disempowered. Without the tape I had no way of defining my own perspective, and it seemed
as if I did not have anything much to contribute. I did not regret handing it over to B, but I
realised that there is a need for some kind of record-taking if one is to take an informed view
of what happens in a classroom. Another consequence of the new method was that there was no
longer a joint feedback at once; instead, comment on the tape was delayed until we had both

heard it. The first three tapes (including a tape of one child made during the second session)

were discussed simultaneously on 14.11.86.

Session 1: tentative findings and question/s
How does B deal with reading, and with individual children’s needs? How is the
researcher’s own perspective on the class to be informed?
Method of gathering data: continuous taped record of B’s talk with children, B
analyses first

No questions posed by B until joint discussion of 14.11.86

Session 2, 12.11.86

For this session I suggested to B that I should add to the records in addition to the tape my own
pencil and paper observations of particular children. After discussion, we agreed that I would

help B by observing two younger children following a literacy task, and one older child, Jeremy,
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whose behaviour was taking up a large proportion of B’s time. B’s record from the tape is

similar to that recorded above, except that this time she has listed the activities and those who

took part in them separately from her notes of her observations of children’s behaviour.

[side 2]

345

523

570

627

[side 3]

183

Jeremy screeching

Stacey clearly enjoyed the story about the baby and was able to relate
to many incidents in the book.

incident referring to David’s taking other children’s work - something
he often does

conversation with Michael H.’s mum who had called in with an ‘I’m
7’ badge for Michael

Jeremy anxious for me to see his group’s work

Joanne reading [Joanne is 6.10 years, she is experiencing great
difficulties in learning to read - needs lots of encouragement to boost
confidence and sensitive and patient treatment. Mum is over anxious

and tends to get cross when Joanne gets things wrong.’

The documentation for this session also includes my observation of Jeremy. Unfortunately

the observation of the other two children has been mislaid, but I can record that B felt that it

indicated that one child was very well-informed about classroom procedures and the literacy task
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set, while the other was still in the early stages of settling in and would need a less demanding

task.

The observation of Jeremy (6.3) at an activity sorting pieces of cloth into winter and
summer weights caused us both great concern. He seemed to focus on the physical activity of
cutting or sticking instead of the conceptual side, and did not seem to understand at all why one
pile was for one kind of material and the other for a different kind. In the discussion that
followed these first sessions (summarised in report of 14.11 86), I suggested evaluating the
provision to see if there were ways in which he could be drawn more into the cognitive context
of classroom activities. I also suggested developing a ‘workshop’ approach to representational
activities, which would give opportunities to ‘key in’ to the children’s personal concerns and
preoccupations and obtain the deeper understanding of their qualities and home backgrounds

which she (B) is constantly seeking. (The research implications of this suggestion are discussed

in Section 2, below).

‘This would be a context within which the behaviour of specific children such as
Jeremy could be appropriately studied, with plentiful opportunities for him to

contribute through his spontaneous play and representation....’

This document also records that B was continuing her interest in noting

‘Generally in area of the educational tasks of the class - children’s completion of
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writing assignments, number games, sorting etc., any problems, any interruptions.
A particular awareness of one child as needing attention for work in process and for

interruptions for social relationship issues with other children.’

On 2.12.86, the day before Session 3, B wrote a note for me to see the next day. In it

she said

‘The recording of the session 12 November does highlight the difficulty of listening
to children read in a busy infant classroom. Perhaps the workshop idea may help
to provide the children with an area in which they could work freely and to an
extent independent of me allowing me some uninterrupted time for individual
reading...I like your idea of using the tapes to evaluate my responses and

interactions with Jeremy...I think too - I hope you agree - that it will be possible to

follow both the aspects of

1) Jeremy - drawing him into the cognitive context of classroom activities and

endeavouring to modify his behaviour.

2) Approaches to listening to children read.

I feel both will be possible because after listening to 12.11.86 tapes I do not think

- but please feel free to offer constructive criticism - that my approach to listening
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to children read and encouraging progress in this area needs changing. the real

problem is, as I have already outlined, providing the right sort of context for

children to read.’

Session 2: Research question/s
How does B provide for reading? (unchanged)

Method of gathering data: taped continuous record, pencil notes of additional

observation (changed)

B is less worried about reading strategies, seeking better context (changed)

Session 3, 3.12.86

Unfortunately the tape did not work for this session, and all the documentation that remains is

my note of the workshop area which I had been asked to oversee. This includes the following

short discussion with B:

‘Interested in play in classroom - could workshop etc. be used unsupervised? V
[myself] if they were taught. Also workshop should have a normal place in the
classroom routine as one of the options available. Will suggest P [B] directs children

to wide range of opportunities at outset, enunciating each and not making play/work

distinction......
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Session 3: Research questions

Can B’s workshop approach provide more for individual children? (changed)
Method of gathering data: pencil notes, taped continuous record (unchanged) but

technical failure

Organisational and curriculum implications of workshop (changed)

These pose questions we shall have to consider as we go.

Session 4, 10.12.86

Session 4’s documentation shows that B made brief notes of her own activity as before, then

listed the activities available and who participated, including:

3) Workshop: Billy, Joanne, Sarah, Michael H.

4) Clay: Jeremy, Louise, Stacey, Hayley’

The other activities listed were two number activities and making Christmas decorations.

My own notes included the following notes of our discussion:

‘PW [B] wondering whether she could fit some readers in this morning - possibility
she may find it easier if she spread her teacher-intensive activities out throughout
the day and adds more self winding activities eg. sand and water which could assist

with other activities, as could [illegible - ? clay?] if replanned.
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The very clear description of the day’s activities each morning [to the children
before they start the day] could include sand water malleables and workshop
activities in the opportunities. The loss of tables would be made up by fewer

[unfinished - ? activities requiring table space?]’

There is also a transcript made by me of a separate tape from the clay area during this
session, which I made as part of an interest in monitoring the clay to see what changes would
be needed for it to become a manageable part of B’s normal routine. The transcript records the

arrival of Jeremy’s mother to take him to the dentist, and B’s efforts to get the clay off his hands

and jumper.

Lastly, in her letter of 14.1.87, B included a paragraph explaining how she organised her

analysis of the tapes.

‘T have listed the children’s starting activities and from the tape we learn how many
of them spent the rest of their time that morning. You will remember that Hayley
and Joanne did some excellent work in the workshop (race track and restaurant) and
Michael with some other boys - don’t remember who now - made a castle. A group
of boys went on to work with Polydrons...Matthew, Caroline, Victoria and a

number of others enjoyed the clay activity.’

It seems clear that one of the great advantages of the tape for B was that she could use

110



it to track individual children through the session, and use the information gained to build up

a much better picture of what they were getting out of her provision.

Initial findings from Phase One, Stage 2

Teacher B summed up (letter of 14.1.87) what she felt we had learned together as

follows:

‘I think the workshop idea worked very well. You will notice - as I did - from
listening to the tape that the number of times Jeremy sought attention throughout
the morning is considerably less than on other mornings. It worked too for other

children like Louise who is prone to be very demanding.

‘Of course, I have always included junk modelling and clay among classroom
activities but these work areas are not available on a daily basis. I have tended to
use them as, perhaps, afternoon activities, keeping to the development of more basic,
cognitive skills in morning sessions. That doesn’t mean I am devaluing the
importance of creative activities but that the notions of accountability and the

importance of enabling my young learners to become literate and numerate juniors

I do feel very keenly.

‘However, I believe the workshop idea could augment the development of cognitive
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skills by providing a creative outlet for a number of children and leaving me free to
work with individuals or groups...... The real problem for me as a teacher is one of

organisation....’

For me, the new learning that stage 2 and Teacher B had brought had to do with realising
that the process of evaluation as we had come to define it over the past year was applicable to
different teachers’ purposes and different classroom settings. The contrast between Teachers A
and B in terms of their age-group, class structure, outset preoccupations and particular interests
was sufficient to be reassuring about the capacity of my strategy of supporting evaluation to help

in a range of situations. The next question would be - was this approach capable of being applied

more widely, and in what conditions?

The methodology was not perfect - a copy of the tape each would have enabled us to
have informed discussions the week following the session - but it was much improved, and both

of us were reasonably satisfied with it. The addition of observations as well made for a very full

coverage.

Further to these general points, I had already learned that:

a) information gathered in as objective and accurate a way as possible was essential if

we were to learn something new
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b) it was important to have information about the children’s experiences, through
observations or tape-recordings, in order to make an evaluation which would help to
improve their educational provision - otherwise the evaluation might take place on too
narrow a front. Neither Teacher A nor Teacher B would have ended up feeling content

if we had only focused on our initial concerns

c) collaboration could extend to more than the observer acting as a tool in the teacher’s
hand. I had undertaken a couple of brief observations to add weight to the interpretation
that I had put on evidence from the tape - I was also taking a hand in suggesting some

adaptations that B might find useful for her purposes.

These findings and further questions may be summarised thus:

Underlying themes and questions beginning to emerge.

Is self-evaluation as defined adaptable to different teachers’ needs?
Can self-evaluation help in other settings than infant classes? (changed)

Method of gathering data: Pencil notes and taped continuous record (unchanged)

An answer to this question was sought in stages 3 and 4 of Phase One. Individual
case-studies, as discussed elsewhere, cannot give us generalisations immediately applicable to
other settings. What may be true for one setting may not be true for another, and where

something so deeply rooted in personal values as education is concerned, it would need a very
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large number of case-studies to establish the appropriateness of either methodology or

conclusions drawn from investigations with a few practitioners in a few settings.

The research has developed a double perspective, which has latterly included the
researcher in the investigation. The developing quality of this research has also led to the
evolution of a second perspective. It appears from the retrospective analysis of the researcher’s
changing insights that the effort to understand the teacher’s intentions and the children’s
experiences in various educational settings has been influential on the researcher as well. The
role and experiences of the researcher as ’outsider’ are seen as part of the research data. This

is explored more fully in Section Two.

The investigations, therefore, encompass both what was learned about teacher evaluation
from the investigations, and what was learned about the experiences of a researcher working
with a teacher in a collaborative project of this kind. The overall impulse to reflection must be
recorded. For instance, Teacher B summarised her overall response to the research involvement

in a three-page letter which concluded as follows.

‘Well, Vicky, I hope all this helps. I’ve written my thoughts and discussions with

myself much as the arguments, counter arguments and solutions occurred.’ (14.4.87)

The opportunity to reflect and develop was of great value to all who participated in this

research relationship.
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3.1.4. Phase One, Stages 3 and 4, 1988

Stages 1 and 2 of Phase One had shown that evaluation was linked to the development
of classroom expertise and understanding. This raised the question, could supported evaluation
following the lines used be included in initial teacher education with profit? My hope was that
by sharing this process with students I might help them to become more objective about their
work. I was aware of occasions on which the evaluation of their learning and expertise tended
to seem dominated by the view of the tutorial supervisor, and this contrasted uncomfortably with

the self-monitoring of the two teachers I had worked with.

During 1988 some opportunities arose to explore the focus on evaluation with student

teachers. As has been remarked above, this was not in itself a very satisfactory operation;

however, there were definite benefits, both in terms of seeing what could not be done (what
were the essential preconditions for evaluation) and in terms of seeing that even under

unpromising conditions some students were able to make use of this approach to develop their

expertise and insight.

By 1988, the collaboration had gone through the first two stages, during which the focus
on evaluation gradually evolved, and a methodology based on observation by the researcher and
analysis by the teacher was developed. The subsequent stages of Phase One involved attempts
to develop this focus and methodology in other settings where evidence of young children’s

experiences could be used by practitioners to evaluate their provision. The different settings for
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this phase were a college-based course for undergraduates (1988), and the classroom work of

student teachers (1988).

Stage Three of the research project was conceived as an attempt to research some ideas

that had arisen during Stages One and Two. These ideas were to do with:

* the relationship between the teacher’s professional judgements about the classroom and

sources of information - the need for methods of data-gathering that are as nearly

objective as possible,

* the relationship between the teacher and the data - such as that the teacher grows in
confidence from taking an active role in assessing the meaning of the data and in

directing the focus of interest for further development,

* the relationship between the teacher and the outsider or researcher - such as that if they
shared the assessment of the data the researcher would also be able to share in the

classroom development of the strategies jointly worked out and give both practical and

moral support to the teacher.

Were these factors fundamental to all processes of evaluation in education? If so, then
they should apply just as much to student teachers as to practising teachers; if not, were they

as fundamental as they seemed? Could some principles of evaluation be beneficial to student
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teachers? Some of these principles might be seen as relating closely to central issues in the

education and training of teachers - for example:

* the importance of objective feedback in making judgements
* the importance of taking responsibility for judgements about the way things are going
in any given pedagogical situation and for deciding what are the priorities for attention

* the importance of feeling supported rather than undermined by the help one is given.

Details of the proposal for work with student teachers.

The approaches to the two infant teachers had been informal and formative, which was
suitable for the early stages of research and for a one to one collaboration. However, this new
development would involve more people and the relationship would be different. A proposal was
devised which, it was hoped, would be capable of meeting some of the requirements noted
above, in particular the need to feel supported rather than undermined by help. The constraints
of the pressure on the time of students and staff during teaching practice had to be noted. The

proposal was outlined for students and their class teachers as a suggestion they might like to

explore, which might be of help to them in a range of ways.

‘These tape-recordings will be for the students to use as seems most fruitful; some
may wish to listen and reflect, and record their reflections in their daily observations

(both examples of pupils’ talk and their own responses/initiatives will be available
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and accurate - a great boon to the very busy!); some may transcribe sections of the
recording or the whole for discussion with teacher and supervisor, and include the
transcription in their daily observations; [............ ] However, some may be
interested to know of this resource but not feel they are ready to make use of it at

this stage.’

Particular emphasis was laid on the students’ need to avoid gathering too much data,
partly because of the pressure of time and partly because the previous experience seemed to
suggest that quite brief interactions contained much food for thought, and it was at the deeper

levels of reflection that the most profitable insights were gained (eg the interaction with Jeremy)

The relationship between supervisor, student and classroom teacher

Issues of power and control have been discussed earlier, particularly in relation to the
control of data recorded in the classroom (see above, Teacher A and Teacher B). In relation to
student teachers there is an additional dimension in that the relationship between student and
supervisor, as between student and class teacher, is a pupil:teacher one, in which supervisor and
teacher are seen as responsible for the student’s learning. In addition, the class teacher has an
over-riding responsibility for the pupils in the classroom, while the supervisor has an over-riding

responsibility for deciding whether the student’s performance reaches the required standard of

the ultimate examining body.
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The issues were again spelt out in a document which attempted to draw a distinction
between the research relationship and the others in which the parties were involved. A particular
point was made of what had been experienced in the first two stages of the research - that the
teacher/student teacher needs to feel equally enfranchised in the research in order to feel the
possessor of its conclusions. Reference may be made here to the dilemma posed by Bruner
(1980) in relation to the separation of researchers and practitioners, and to the suggestions of

Lynette McMahon (see discussion above) about the balance of power in research projects.

The situation was expressed to the participants as follows;

‘....it may be taken that the relationships are more or less symmetrical as they
function in regard to the ongoing process of evaluation of teaching practice and it
is within this day to day process that the research strategy is located. The nature of
co-operative action-research demands that each participant should be able to
contribute to the development and evaluation of the project, and supervisor, teacher
and student will each have an individual contribution to make to the collection,

analysis and further use of the data gathered.’

The idea of a research ‘contract’ arose because of a growing awareness that there were
interests to be protected on both sides in the research relationship, and a responsibility for the
children, staff and school as a whole. There was also a need to consider the issue of power in

the research relationship. It seemed that a contract would be of particular importance in the
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teaching practice situation, where different sets of interests and responsibilities overlapped
between school and college to a greater extent than in the classroom context previously

researched. It was also hoped, however, that it could be used in any research in schools.

Accordingly the following was put forward; to date no queries or objections have been
advanced by any of the parties concerned, nor have any drawbacks or weaknesses yet been

discovered in practice, but the wording was by no means fully tested.

Results of the proposal

Just over half of the group took up the option (17 students.) Of those, for a variety of

reasons, eight did not make an initial recording, and one recording, though twice attempted was

a failure both times due to excessive background noise and the difficulty of adapting the

technology to cope with this. A possible solution to this problem will be discussed below.

Illness (in researcher/supervisor as well as in students) and administrative problems

accounted for five of the other non-recorders.

Of the three who declined the opportunity, the reason related to anxiety. Of these, one
felt very anxious about the whole situation, so there was no question of attempting a recording.
One had thought the recording would be played back to an audience including teacher and

supervisor and the misunderstanding was not realised and corrected in time; "9.3.88. "H" at
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[name of school] - said no, because of anxiety, but when she heard she wd. take the tape home
with her she thought she cd use it another time. I might try later if poss. [Unfortunately there

was not time for another attempt.]" (Notebook.)

Interestingly, another, Student G., was concerned that the selection of a particular period
of time for recording made for an artificial situation - she would prefer, as would Students E.
and F. (see Students, nos.10 and 11), the tape-recording opportunity at a time when she knew
she could initiate its use when she wished. " pm "G" at [name of school] - felt it was an
intrusive element when a particular time was selected - a bit artificial. She + I thought she

might find it easier to use it first on half-day visits as the RM [radio-microphone] cd run

throughout." (Notebook, 3.3.88.)

This last problem had to do with the difficulty of using expensive equipment which had
to be brought and looked after by the supervisor and was therefore linked to once weekly visits
at a time which might not be the most suitable for tape-recording; it seems likely that this gave
at least Student G. the feeling of being unable to control the process so as to use it to greatest

advantage in her particular situation, and the suggested solution will be explored for the future,

along with modifications to the technology (see below).

However, the suggested solution may bring other benefits as well; the suggestion, made
by three of the students, of trying the method during half-day visits to local schools may help

both with the feeling of control and with the pressure of trying to use a new method during so
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stressful a time as blocked teaching practice.

This area of control and confidence, already noted in relation to the two practising
teachers, seems certain to have been an important influence for the students as well. Not only
were they subject to the same anxieties about the experience as the teachers, they had other
potential sources of worry too; they were in unfamiliar classrooms, engaged in only their second
experience of blocked teaching practice, and, perhaps most challenging of all, in the relationship
themselves of pupil to teacher, in which it is always difficult to maintain one’s self-confidence.
In these circumstances it is a tribute to the students’ morale and maturity that the proposal was
seen in a positive light by many, and that several made good use of the recordings, whether

transcribed or not - only Student E. went through the full process and produced a transcription.

However, this factor of confidence is a problem which must be researched more fully;
self-evaluation is so valuable a part of the teacher’s professional equipment that renewed efforts

must be made to make the process more acceptable and usable for the students.
Aspects identified for further consideration
As only two students returned a response to the request for a formal evaluation it is difficult to

be certain about what might be the crucial factors for all the students, but the two who

responded, and the informal comments of others, indicate areas where one could begin to look.
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Familiarisation:
Student E. was certainly aware of a feeling of disquiet about the process; "Initially I was quite
hesitant about using the technique as nobody likes to hear their own voice on tape plus the
horrendous things you say without realising." However she had been trying out the effect of
tape-recording before and found that this helped with the anxiety. In her analysis she develops
this idea, and suggests how more experience could help with the feelings of uncertainty. This
is a very useful pointer to the potential value of time to get used to the technology and the
feelings, and making the use of tape-recording a more normal part of daily practice should be
tried for the future, in whatever circumstances seem most favourable - perhaps in college to
begin with.
"As mentioned above taping did alter my reactions in some respects and I think you
inevitably feel more self-conscious because of this. The only solution I feel would be

a lot more experience, i.e. more taped sessions, whereby after a time you felt

entirely confident and natural."
Student F. also points to unfamiliarity as a problem;
"Personally, I was aware of the microphone all the time, even when talking to the

children - and this is a problem for observation-based research."

However, she sees a useful role for taped interactions, and envisages them as part of the ongoing

work in college.
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"I enjoyed using the tape-recorder and would like the opportunity to do so again.
It could be used on the half-day visits and it might be interesting and valuable to
listen and discuss recordings in seminar groups or with individual tutors. There

could be more of this type of work in college."

Student E. however has reservations about work in college, and it would be necessary to
remember that reactions will not all be the same.
"Personally I would not like taping within the college setting as it is much worse
speaking before peers than before children! I think I would be too self-conscious and

this would probably defeat the object of the exercise."

In conversation with Student G. the topic of the role of the supervisor as model in this process

came up;
"I also mentioned briefly the possibility of using it on myself - my role as model is
probably much more important than previously with the two teachers. I did consider
taping the supervisor/student/teacher exchange, but on reflection I feel this is
altogether another ball-game + in addition there wd. be a whole new set of interests
to safeguard + confidentialities to observe so it would probably be best to tape
ordinary interactions with chn. I could perhaps get some material useful for Clio
and friends ? ['Clio and friends" is the working title for the personal and

collaborative evaluation written up as Stage 4 (3.3.88, see below).
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Technology:

Problems were frequently experienced with noise levels in the classroom. Several factors may
have contributed to make this more of a problem than in the earlier work; the students were
working in nursery classrooms where it was rare for a large group of very young children not
to be speaking and playing spontaneously - where a student had a group in a separate room the
difference was striking,( see Notebook, Student I, and RM reflections,29.2.88.) unlike the
practising teachers the students were not experienced in projecting their voices in the classroom
nor were they normally addressing a large group all at once, so their own voice levels were low.
The students were particularly interested in hearing what the children said, and this was

especially difficult since they were younger than those previously recorded and their voices often

less distinct.

After consultation it was decided to try using personal tape recorders with built-in volume
control; students would in future be able to have both the occasion of recording and the volume

of recording under their control. These have been purchased and will shortly be tried out.

Conclusions - essential conditions for research

It is to be hoped that these two suggestions for further action will make it possible to
explore self-evaluation with students more fully. It is most important that they should be helped,
not just to take a self-aware and professionally self-critical stance to their teaching, but that they

should feel not less but more secure and confident as a result of doing so. Clearly there is much
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to be learned about how to do this, and in the process to be learned about what is involved in

teaching, in learning to teach, and in learning to teach well.

In the case of the two practising teachers the introduction of the researcher meant the
introduction of an outsider, of another and independent eye, into the classroom. Students work
in classrooms where they are continuously under other independent and professionally critical
eyes; perhaps the introduction of the idea of techniques of self-evaluation will help them to
develop that inner eye through which their own independence of judgement may develop? This

was the conclusion after seeing the first two students use the tape-recorder and radio-microphone

on teaching practice.

"Overall impact of RM seems to be as another eye, another perspective. Makes one
concentrate/focus on what is happening wch. will be recorded, + later engages one
in its own perspective by contrast w. one’s own. V. like having another person,
whom one has endowed w. insight into this, come into the CR."

(Notebook, RM Reflections, 29.2.88.)

These latter stages were not in themselves wholly unsuccessful, in that gains in
understanding can be shown in each. Yet they were not productive of the innovatory quality of
insights and change in orientation towards reflection that the two teachers had experienced. In

this, the latter stages demonstrated some of the hitherto unexamined requirements for a

successful collaboration of this kind.
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There must be agreement on the subject of evaluation.

During the college-based course, students were told of the research concern with evaluation.
They were asked to keep notes of their own learning during student presentations and group
discussions so that their gains in understanding through their own activity could be monitored.
At the end of the course a summary was circulated for comment. It appeared from the responses
that while some students had made gains in their capacity to reflect on their own insights and

understanding, many had seen the exercise as just another invitation to evaluate the course.

(Appendix C)

Practitioners need to feel reasonably secure in order to undertake evaluation through
observation.

The student teachers who were invited to collaborate were on their second teaching practice of
the course. Although they were aware that it was College policy to educate them in
self-evaluation of their work, several factors made it difficult for them to use the research
methodology to do so. The short amount of time in the classroom, anxiety due to the nature of
the relationship between researcher/tutor and student, and inexperience of the use of a

tape-recorder were all cited by students. (Appendix D)

Nevertheless, it should be recorded that a few students showed a grasp of some of the principles
of self-evaluation and a willingness to try the methodology that was significant, given the

difficulties - conceptual, emotional and practical - noted above.
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The encouragement derived from this suggested that further research could profitably be
undertaken with outside funding to see how far the obstacles identified could be removed or
minimised to enable students to improve their practice and understanding through evaluation. A
proposal was drafted as follows, which shows some of the lines thought to be favourable.

Unfortunately no funding was available.

RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL: February 1989

Strategies of self-evaluation in initial teacher education

Research undertaken so far with serving teachers, and through a pilot study
among a group of student teachers, has suggested some critical factors in successful
strategies of evaluation in the classroom. These include reliability of feedback and a
genuine equality of direction of the classroom investigations or research...the use of
tape-recordings of classroom interactions in a structured framework of analysis and
evaluation can enable teachers and students to examine the detail of their practice in

classroom situations in a way that achieves greater objectivity without too great a risk

of undermining confidence.
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The education of student teachers is an extremely demanding professional task;
the learner has to be assisted to come to an awareness of the needs of individual pupils,
of the classroom as a functioning whole and of the impact of teachers’ strategies within
a comparatively short space of time in order to be able to benefit from educational input
during the I.T.E. course. Without this awareness much that is heard or read is
meaningless, and time can be wasted before students achieve the transition from a
subjective to a more objective approach to their practice. In this process the teacher
educator needs to take account of the same fundamentals of development of classroom
expertise and understanding as are described above; in order to educate student teachers
effectively it is necessary to incorporate principles of objective feedback and reasoned

direction of investigations into programmes of guided classroom experience.

The developing trend in Government proposals towards basing the development
of teaching expertise and understanding in schools rather than in Higher Education
provides a justification for focusing on ways to maximise student learning in the
classroom while maintaining the input of Higher Education into such areas as child
development and curriculum studies. The proposal suggests that an emphasis on

observation-based evaluation by students would provide this.

Recent pronouncements by the Secretary of State for Education and Science on the
importance of giving high priority to preparing students for effectiveness in the classroom,

combined with the CATE requirement that all students should now spend two years of
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their initial teacher education in subject study at their own level, face teacher educators
with the dilemma of how to provide more professional input in a much shorter time than
was previously available when all-education B.Eds. were acceptable. There is, therefore,
an even greater incentive to explore ways of making the most effective use of time spent
on classroom experience, and it would seem a profitable line of enquiry to examine the

use of technological feedback within a supportive framework as one option.

The attached outline 'Observation and Meeting Individual Needs in the Early

Years’ (Appendix D) describes an attempt to help students to focus more precisely on
what takes place in their interactions with groups and individuals in classrooms, it is
hoped that through their close examination of the data obtained they will be able to
assess individual children’s stages of understanding and provide appropriately for them
in their projections of further provision. They will also be able to evaluate their own
development and test out their evaluations against the perceptions of their supervisor and
the classroom teacher. Not only does the use of tape-recordings have the advantage of
providing fairly incontrovertible data to which student, teacher and supervisor can refer,
it also makes a much more effective use of the supervisor’s time in that all three parties

can have access to information gathered while the supervisor may have been helping

elsewhere.

The ideas put forward here for development have not been explored as yet. The future

of Higher Education’s role in initial teacher education is uncertain and this casts a query over
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many initiatives of this kind. However, it may be that in later days it will be possible to try to
help students to get further along the path of self-awareness and objectivity in this way. The
accounts that follow may be able to give more detail of the kinds of benefits that might be

expected from such a development.

3.1.5. Phase Two, 1990-3

It has been explained that although the two subsequent Phases were separate in conception

and structure from Phase One, my part in them built on elements drawn from the first Phase.

In Phase Two (1990-3) the intentions of the project were to explore how monitoring and
evaluation of practice might be done should the expected expansion of employer-led day-care
take place. The rationale for the project was defined in terms that are similar to those evolved
in the earlier work on evaluation reported above - the improvement of provision for learning
through supporting practitioners in evaluating their work. The design of the research has been
outlined in Chapter Two, and details of the methodology will be discussed in Chapter Seven in
the context of reflections on research relationships. The action-research cycle as it was
conceptualised at this stage will be found below. The cycle itself is of great importance, but an
aspect that was essential to it which deserves discussion was the process of analysis and

reflection which enabled practitioners to become more conscious of the issues arising from their

observations.
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The role of reflection in developing the research

There is a strong emphasis in this Phase on reflection and discussion. Development is
often through debate arising from the examination of underlying values implicit in choices. In
order to ground decisions both in the real experiences of children and in the principles of staff,
debate should draw on a body of information to explore as well as theories to dispute. Without
qualitative enquiry that is grounded in the classroom experiences of children and teachers there

would be no first-hand material for the debate, and no meaningful discourse to support the

debate.

Communication, verbal and written, formed an important part of development throughout
the project. During the first year (1990-1) discussions with participants were circulated in
summaries focused on expressing shared understandings about what is involved in evaluation in
the early years of education. During 1991-2 broader aspects of the project were discussed,

including the role of the researcher in the development of the project.

The two basic parts of this project’s work to develop the self-evaluation process were
observation and discussion of observations. The ongoing process of information-gathering was
focused on child-observation to inform staff about their children’s experiences and achievements,
and this formed the basis of discussions about the evaluation of work by staff. Although staff
had thought (and feared) that they themselves would be observed, only the first stage of Phase

One had concentrated on recording the practitioner, and that for reasons of researcher-
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acclimatisation. From the second stage onwards it had been found profitable to rather present

the practitioner with information and discuss what could be concluded from it (see above).

During 1990-1 the programme of observation-based evaluation got slowly off the ground.
There were two reasons for this slowness. The first was the essential process of acclimatisation
which the researchers needed in order to acquire a degree of ’inside understanding’ of the
children, the staff and the structures of the two Centres. (More will be said of this below). The
two researchers each undertook a programme of observation of the children and the curriculum
provided. The second reason for a slow start was that there were some important understandings
about the research approach which needed to be established, in particular that staff were not

going to be appraised or examined on their work, and that the researchers intended to focus on

staff evaluating their own effectiveness in achieving their own aims.

The following will give an idea of the range and depth of thinking produced. Two

examples of staff self-evaluation now follow, one from each Centre.

Centre 2 - J, spring-summer 1991

J followed a programme of observation of a baby in her care, in order to see what kind
of provision seemed best to meet her needs for stimulus. The observations began when B was

3 months 3 days. The full version of these observations will be found in Appendix E.

133



B, 3 months 3 days
B is sitting in the bouncy chair in front of the mirror. B turns her head from
side to side. She looks in the mirror, her eyes fix on Katie’s dress. She
watches Katie walk across the room. B looks up at the shelf. An adult walks
into the room. B turns her head to the left and looks at adult, then turns her
head back and looks at self in the mirror. She starts to move her arms and
legs. She watches the movements. The adult that has just walked in is
standing next to B. The adult starts to talk. B turns to the adult and watches
the adult. Elizabeth walks past B on her right hand side. B turns her head

to the right and follows Elizabeth’s movements.

Comments

‘I wanted to see B’s reactions to the mirror without the added attractions of
mobiles. When the adult entered the room, I could have asked her not to
stand by B and to be quiet, but I felt it important to observe B’s reactions to
the adult. B is watching intensely everything that is going on, the slightest

new movement or action, B will fix on.

B, 3 months 24 days

B is lying on her back, head turned to the left, looking at her reflection. She
turns her head back to the hanging mobile, then back to the mirror. She

watches herself.

134



Katie [another child] walks over to B and pulls at the mobile.

B turns her head to Katie and the mobile. B looks, turns away to look in the

mirror: her legs are kicking...

B, 4 months 19 days
NN [nursery nurse] sits B up holding her. "Do you want to look in the mirror
sitting up?" B smiles. NN lays B down on to her back. NN "Look B." NN
taps the mirror. B turns her head to the mirror and looks at herself for a few
seconds. Another baby crawls over to B. B turns and looks at the baby. After
a while the baby moves off. B turns back to the mirror and starts to gurgle.
She continues to look for three or four seconds. Then the other baby crawls
back to B. B turns her head back to the baby. The NN talks to the baby. B

turns her head to the NN then back to the baby...’

B, 5 months, 13 days

B is sitting in the bouncy chair which has a toy attached to the chair...B
turns her head to another baby, turns back to mirror then to NN sitting bside
her. Jamie moves towards B. B turns her head to the mirror, then back and
plays with the toys on the chair. B begins to move her arms and legs and

begins to cry. The NN lifts B out of her chair and comforts her.’ (Appendix

E)
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In conversation J commented that her first view, that B would follow with her eyes any
action or new happening had been confirmed (see above). Now she also had information from
the series of observations that B consistently preferred children and adults to toys, and that even
her own self in the mirror was less exciting than a new person. This would help her develop and

change the way she thought about providing for B, and for other babies in her care (Appendix

E).

I feel it is important to include this long series of observations because it shows the
quality of observation and analysis that the practitioner brought to it. It also shows the quality
of understanding of young children’s development that is necessary if self-evaluation is to be

effective - a theme that becomes clear during this Phase.

Centre 1 - A, spring-summer 1991

At Centre 1 there was a particular interest during the first year of the Project in the
outdoor play area. A approached this by starting off with observing an individual child, and later
developed ways of additionally tracking children’s use of particular pieces of equipment (see
Appendix E).

Observation of J, outside [all children out after lunch]

12.34 sitting in tyre - watching children

R comes out of sandpit and puts sand on her. J does nothing. R told not to

by staff.
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12.35 J gets up, walks away. Trips up, starts to cry. Child [Sophia] comforts
her. She comes over to me. Stands by me. "I’m trying to find Mavis and

Lisa."” Where have they gone? They must be somewhere.

12.37 Walks to classroom door - runs with Mavis, Lisa, Mabel, Sophia and
Kayleigh. Others run on to hill. J stops, walks holding hands with S -

walking on small wall around raised beds by trees.

12.45 Sees me watching her + comes over to me. Holds my leg. Picks up
"jce-cream" trolley wanders round on own pushing it. Joins others at bottom
of slide, pretending to give ice-creams to them. Pushes trolley away - watches

girls [Lisa, Mavis, Mabel] at top of hill. All rush down to her trolley.

12.46 Pushes trolley into corner and plays handing out ice-creams to Sanjay

- goes under "lorry-climbing frame". Goes round to animals.’

The observations of individual children’s use of the playground, of which many more will

be found in Appendix E, gradually built up a picture of what children were wanting to use the

playground for. It also helped to build up a staff consensus on what they wanted to do for

playground provision. A new characteristic of Phase Two is that we were relating to a group of

staff as well as to individuals. The quality of the evaluation still depended on the capacity of

individual practitioners to observe and analyse, and to discuss and reflect, but with groups of
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staff involved there was also the question of the group consensus about how provision should
develop. This was the reason why H and A at Centre 1 wanted to develop a programme of

development of outdoor provision in which all staff could be involved.

By November 1991 it seemed that staff at Centre 1 were pleased with the results of their

work. In a discussion about the research the following comments were made:

HJ - We looked and talked more. Staff bring up regularly in meetings the
criteria [for staff roles in outdoor provision]...Peer appraisal and monitoring

easy to accept professionally now

JC - Children are discovering more - using buckets in sand more

imaginatively...effect of more varied provision from observation of

children...’

At Centre 2 staff had also been thinking about outdoor play and observing children,
although they did not construct a schedule for use of equipment as did Centre 1. With Centre

2’s smaller numbers it seemed appropriate to make observations and discuss them as usual. The

results seem to have been appreciated.

23.9.91 ‘Since our discussion on the use of the garden, I have observed a lot

of children playing very imaginatively, in groups and individually and
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alongside of others. Generally the children appear to be calmer and happier,
less arguments breaking out, children absorbed in creative and physical

activities and working co-operatively. LB, Coordinator of Centre.

Insights into the process of evaluation from Phase Two

Active participants were asked their views on the place of evaluation. In May 1991 an
interim statement was circulated, summarising the views of the chief participants, both

researchers and practitioners, as gathered from interviews and noted by VH.

L [head of Centre 2] sees our joint investigation of the monitoring and
evaluation process in terms of ongoing staff development, and feels that she,
as team leader, should take a leading role in it, and also incorporate it into
the regular sessions she has with individual members of staff to review their
professional development. H and A [Centre 1, respectively deputy-head and
team leader] have said that they feel a responsibility for structuring the
centre’s continuous review of its work to include the research into monitoring
and evaluation. They feel that while I was absent [a term’s illness] the
impetus towards observation died down, and that if anything is to happen
they must take the initiative... They are incorporating the investigations into

the centre’s theme of outdoor play; they have been working to develop their
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provision for this during the year 1990-1, and see the research as an

opportunity to continue the focus.....

The participants’ discussion document from which these points are taken can be found in full in

Appendix E. Further points also emerged:-

* Staff need to base their monitoring and evaluation on their own professional insights
- no blueprint can exist for how we actually go about evaluating since different people
will be concerned about different things. However, certain ways of approaching

evaluation can be identified;

* observation - this means the normal open-minded process that staff use when they want

to get some idea of what is going on, without a preconception about what is being looked

for in any specific sense

* getting another view to balance one’s own observation

- through collection of evidence in additional ways or with a special focus [i.e.

tape recording or observing one child in particular]

- and through use of another colleague as collaborator, extra observer or in some

other way

* discussing the meaning of the observations and other evidence - this is the point at
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which issues or problems may be identified

* thinking about why we decide one aspect is particularly important - this is where we
are talking about the professional decisions staff make about their work and how they

have underlying reasons for their decisions [we could call these professional criteria of

quality].

* forming an explanation about what is going on and what, if anything, to do about it.
This leads to forming of plan of action, putting plan into action, then observing again,
again trying to be as open as possible to an objective view of things that are going on.

Again, at this stage extra evidence and help from colleagues is very important.

* The whole process is a continuous one, because staff will hopefully go on thinking

about what has happened as a result of their actions and will continue to evaluate their

work.

The project confirmed the importance of the professional processes of observation and
assessment that practitioners go through in evaluating their work. It established that criteria for
evaluation are directly related to the principles which define participants’ conceptions of
education and of childhood itself; one of the participants (Centre 2) added to her response to the
questionnaire a statement reasserting the value of the principles of her original training. It has

been the experience of the project that participants believe that evaluation is to be discussed in
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the light of these principles and the values by which these principles are justified.

Through sharing and discussing the process of evaluation practitioners relate their
principles and the values which support them to the provision that they make for the very young
children in their care. In order to discuss what might be developmentally appropriate provision,

staff have to be prepared to examine their own practice in the light of their principles.

Participants in the project have emphasised that they do not feel it would be possible for
nursery workers, whether qualified or not, to undertake and maintain a critical approach to their
work without an outsider to bring an alternative perspective to bear, and to give the moral
support necessary for self-evaluation of their practice. Staff also made it clear how much they
wished to have opportunities to continue their professional development and how much they

valued a non-judgemental but professionally critical outsider’s collaboration.

3.1.6. Phase Three, Principles into Practice, 1993 onwards

Phase Three is a national enquiry into the circumstances, training and professional
principles of a representative sample of practitioners working with children under eight in
England and Wales. It is funded by a large City charitable trust. It has a projected life span of
three years. It employs three full-time research associates and four members of College staff

part-time. The writer’s involvement in the programme of case-study research into practitioners’
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application of their principles in classroom practice is the area of the project described here. It

is described from the point of view of

a) the continued recording of practitioners’ use of an action-research approach to

evaluating and improving their work

b) the continued exploration of the role and development of the practitioner who supports

these practitioners in their evaluations

Details of the quantitative enquiry will be found in Appendix F. The categories of
information include: kinds of provision examined, qualifications of staff, what the head of the
institution believes are the factors that facilitate a quality curriculum (ranking items) and what
constrain a quality curriculum (ranking items). Two questions have elicited personal responses:
the first asks what constitutes a quality curriculum, which requires respondents to write down
their principles, and the second asks how teachers of young children should be trained. The
quantitative information is being processed, as are the responses to the two, more qualitative,
questions (Blenkin et al 1994, Blenkin et al 1995). Of the qualitative elements within the
questionnaire, the professional narratives describing the curriculum have highlighted certain

issues. There are, for instance, statements about teacher training and its content.
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Piloting a methodology for qualitative studies

The case-studies are intended to focus on how the practitioners’ principles are being
translated into practice. The approach has been to work with practitioners in their classrooms

in an action research structure, along similar lines to those of Phase Two on monitoring and

evaluation in workplace nurseries.

Since 1993 I have worked with practitioners in two different settings. The first is Centre
1 of Phase Two, where staff were keen to continue and develop their work. I have worked with
a member of staff - ‘Bob’ - who is responsible for children under eighteen months, and with
‘Ruth’, through whom I have been drawn in to work with her team looking after children of two
upwards. The second setting is a maintained nursery school, where I have worked with two
members of staff who work as a team in one classroom. Although we have here pursued separate
topics, following each practitioner’s particular interests, the topics have shown similar concerns

and have similar impacts on the team’s approach to their class.

The first collaboration was with Bob, and it was with her that the pattern of working was
established. As agreed with the Principles into Practice research team, Bob first gave her
definition of what constitutes a quality curriculum for young children, and then described her
particular focus as heuristic play - provision of materials for exploration and play for children
in the second year of life. (For details of heuristic play see Goldschmied and Jackson 1994). We

agreed on a strategy which involved a regular cycle of observation by me of an aspect of work
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defined by Bob, comment by Bob, redefinition of the focus by Bob, a new observation and so
on. Through this cycle I hoped to see Bob’s principles in action as she commented on and
evaluated her practice. When Ruth joined the research in the late autumn the same pattern was

followed with her, with a focus on her chosen interest of autonomous use of classroom workshop

provision by three and four year olds.

Pattern of observation and analysis:-

Visit 1: Focus of observation 1 decided on by practitioner
VH undertakes observation 1
VH gives evidence from observation to practitioner

Practitioner evaluates practice from evidence

Visit 2: Practitioner defines focus on basis of visit 1’s work

VH undertakes observation 2, etc

Method of observation:-

Observations undertaken for Bob were at first made by a combination of paper and pencil
notes backed up by tape-recording, but both Bob and I found this inappropriate for use with such
young children. Latterly a video-recorder has been used. This is more satisfactory in that it picks

up evidence of children’s body movements and facial gestures, their use of space and
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relationships with each other, and their vocalisations. This record has been found to be of

interest by the Head and parents as well as useful for the research, and we hope to continue

using the video-camera.

Impact of Bob’s video evidence

The children’s use of the play materials is striking. The five or six children, all under
15 months, play for almost 40 minutes, with minimal contact with adults, and with almost no
conflicts between themselves. Their concentration is deep, and, undisturbed by any external
distraction, they explore with all their senses the uses they can make of the ‘found’ materials
(Appendix F). The effect of observing the children using the selected play materials has been
to change Bob’s appreciation of established practice in daily provision in her room. She feels
that often it would be better to put out fewer materials for play, to change them less frequently,
and to aim for the kind of long and deep involvement that the videotape shows. She sees a
different staff role as vital for this, expressing it as ‘keeping quiet and being company’ for the
children. She has now requested that the video record should take place in the room the children
regularly use. So far the evidence (Appendix F), suggests that her hypothesis is right. A child

of 12 months has displayed concentration patterns similar to those shown in the earlier video,

while playing with water in her home-base room and supported by Bob.

With Ruth, the observations are handwritten. The following excerpt gives an example of
the material that is being collected and fed back into the nursery team (2 teachers and 2 nursery

nurses) of which Ruth is a member. An example follows:
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Observation.

15.11.93 Three year olds using graphic materials (Jade, Alisha, Daryl, Flora).
Different colours and shapes of paper, felt pens and pencils, on a small table,
with two chairs. Ruth working nearby with another group of children. The
observation begins with Jade and Alisha seated side by side, discussing their
work as they use the materials. Various aspects of children’s awareness of
literacy appear, particularly its roots in the home and the children’s

understanding of the classroom’s practice in relation to their work.

In the observation R=Ruth, who was sitting at a nearby table.

‘A: you’ve got the same as me
J: my mum’s got this
J: look, look at me, Ruth
R: beautiful
J: this paper.... you got to do a name on it
D: (takes pen)
J: no, no....don’t take some, got to put a apron
A: (inaudible)
J: let me do it
done it

R: you got enough room there, Daryl?
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D: (brings another chair and sits on end of table)

J: I’'m going to make it again (draws an enclosed shape)
..... I’ve got Daddy

A: I’ve got Grandma

(pause while they work in silence)’ (Appendix F)

We agreed in discussion that Ruth’s introduction of a ‘workshop’ approach was well
worth pursuing, not least for what she learned about the children’s understandings and

associations, and that she would choose another similar focus next time.

Later observations enabled us to look more deeply at what was involved in supporting
and extending children’s autonomous use of provision. We began, after two more observations,
to see that the adult’s role in supporting autonomous behaviour was a subtle and challenging one.
In the second observation, we saw a member of staff involved in a play situation where one
child was immensely expert in the details of her own Chinese family’s meals, while the adult
had to support other children who were novices, as well as play at a complex level. The last
observation showed an adult having, again, to play on two levels - one, a Lotto game with four
children, and the other, a one-to-one game of deliberately mismatching the Lotto cards to create
fantastic animals, as a ploy to engage the adult’s attention by this one child among four. Looking
back at the original observation printed above, we felt that we should note also the challenge to

Ruth to be aware of the children’s own associations with literacy, which would direct future

provision.
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During this term Bob continued to use the video to monitor developments in her room.
She wants to use video as a way to evaluate her provision as well as to gather information about
children’s individual development. She pointed out that practically this meant having either to
video a particular area or to follow a particular child or group, and she had felt pulled between

her two concerns. However, she did in fact have evidence relevant to both.

This is a summary of her comments on video material from various dates: a copy of the

video is available in the research office.

Bob’s overall conclusions are that she has evidence of the following as important

factors in the activity and behaviour of her children, who are aged between 12

months and 2 years 10 months:

1. Social interaction is of great value - see Grace below.

2. Length of concentration on chosen focuses by many children.

3. Enjoyment of solitary play - see Zachariah below.

4. Children including those well under 3 showing knowledge and enjoyment
of books, holding them right way round and turning pages in the right

direction - see John below.
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5. Children’s enjoyment of repetition - see Rory and slide steps.

6. Staff very unhappy about appearing in the video - ’avoided it like the

plague’.

Comments by Bob on detail of material:

28.10.94, 10.40 am

Grace 12m engaging in social relationships, especially with Mateo who is
considerably older. She talks, shares home corner type play, giving and
taking.

Grace talks to her doll (the same as on 2.11.94), and pushes it along in a
buggy, even though she is still crawling.

Zachariah 2y in home corner play by himself.

John 18m by himself turning the pages of a book he has chosen. Says
‘butterfly’ then goes to Rory to show him. ‘Rory...book...book.’ Z later
speaks on phone to Daddy, then chats to Rory 16m over a low divider.
John looks at the children’s family photos displayed on the wall, one of which

includes a visit to some ducks. He goes away quacking.

31.10.94, 11.10 am

Heuristic Play - Grace, Molly, Anoushka 2y and Rory.
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Bob comments that this form of provision challenges staff to adjust to their
new role of being quiet and supporting the children when necessary - they
have to make a shift in their concept of the curriculum from what the adult

does to what the children do.

2.11.94, 10.30 am, 2.50 pm.

Home corner, small world/small toys area

Grace with doll - talking to it, putting it on her shoulder and patting its back
soothingly. Older child greets G, she responds. He leaves, she wavers between
doll and following him, eventually crawls after him, then returns to doll.

Follows child to door to bathroom area, then goes in and out several times

with evident purpose.

4.11.94, 9.50 am.
Importance of choices by children about when to go outside and what to do
there - these are relevant to adults creating the outdoor environment.

Rory 17m loves the rabbit and spends some time feeding it with leaves.

15.11.94, 9.35 am
Rory explores the steps of the slide - a continuous interest for him. He needs
to be able to do this whenever he wants, which is an argument for not

changing provision just because staff feel it needs to be changed.
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Grace loses her teddy to an older girl and refuses a substitute as does the
older child. Grace will not be resigned to her loss, nor will the other. Bob

notes how difficult this situation is since neither child yet has the

understanding of waiting for a turn. Vicky remembered afterwards that
Elinor Goldschmied emphasises the importance of having very ample supplies

of all provision in Heuristic Play for this reason.

16.11.94, 10.10 am Outdoor sandpit

Zachariah digs and throws spadefuls of sand, some of which goes over
Harry’s head. He is asked not to do this because of the risk of getting sand
in Harry’s eyes. He goes to Harry, bends down and peers at his eyes, reports

that they are all right, carries on with the sand. Harry joins him.,

Further development:

Bob feels it could be helpful to study Anoushka, who has benefited from
Treasure Basket provision even though she is 2 years old and it is for babies.
Bob has also been supporting her interest in water play (video’d earlier). She
was being very immobile, quiet and reserved-seeming, but has now made
significant gains in language, including sentences such as ‘I need my popcorn

now’ and ‘Read this book now’.

Bob is also interested in studying the impact on staff of the role demanded

by heuristic play and treasure basket provision.
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The impact of having different ages together in the group is also of interest

to her.

By comparison, the other nursery researchers seemed hard to motivate. As explained
elsewhere, they were glad for me to observe children they wanted to focus on, and this led to
interesting collaboration with parents and grandparents of the children. But by comparison with
Bob, they seemed much less excited about the idea of changing their practice. My personal
interpretation was that morale was low and that the challenge implicit in this kind of research
involvement was ill-timed for these practitioners. I noted that the nursery nurse involved

commented that working with me ‘wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be’.

The pilot case-studies described here confirm several points noted from Phase Two.
Observations or recordings of some kind are vital to the process of evaluation. The principles
that practitioners believe in can then be applied to the evidence, and staff can establish in
discussion what they feel about the evidence and what they wish to do next. Change can indeed

take place as a result - a change that is much welcomed by participants.

The future of the research involvement with both settings will be explored during the
coming year. It is hoped that it will be possible for staff at each setting to take on some of the
initiative from the research project, so that staff time can be spread more widely. This, however,
will depend on the ability of senior staff to provide the observational material and/or the support

to enable staff to make observations and discuss them with each other. Both settings have said
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that they are willing to try this, with a continuing but lesser degree of support from me. An

illustration of the kind of effort required of senior staff follows.

B) HJ reported on Blue Room (children 3-5 mostly).

It had been hard to create the right kind of structure for the observations
within this large team with its focus on settling in new children. H had done
a long observation of home corner play which staff had discussed. From this
she reported the following comments:

Staff were not surprised at Samit’s detailed and maintained play, but they
were surprised that he did not talk to Emine or Geneika. He had talked to
Emine in play before, and they both like the home corner. Samit has good
concentration and is especially interested and knowledgeable about domestic
routines and organisation. Emine prefers dressing up and taking babies out.
Samit prefers the washing machine, and turns taps off very realistically.
The only time Samit spoke was a very quiet hello to Wendy, which was so

quiet she couldn’t hear him - unusual.

The importance of this is that if we agree that evaluation of the kind described here is
a valuable tool for practitioners, we need to know whether it is a tool practicable for normal use
by staff in settings or whether it is one that will require an extra person to be added to the staff
to give support. If the latter is true, even for nursery schools and centres which are

comparatively well-staffed, it might be less likely that practitioners in less well-staffed
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establishments such as playgroups, infant school classes and private provision will be able to

make use of it. The following development plan for future work gives some idea of what might

be involved.

Proposed development plan for work with Centre 1, 12.94
Vicky will make two visits next term.
Senior management will support and provide organisation for regular observations
and videoing. An ‘outsider’ ie. someone who does not normally work in the room
will be available to discuss with staff what they have learned from the
observations or videos. Vicky will ask staff to answer a short questionnaire on

what conditions etc they feel are needed to make this process work for them.

This approach might be seen as too uneconomic a tool for general use. The unanswered
question from all three Phases is whether or not staff can ’take over’ the self-evaluation process
and use it without having an outside support. The association between evaluation and the role
of the outsider has been complete in this research; the two have not been separated so that
members of staff were evaluating on their own except where, as in the case of 'Bob’, senior
management in the setting took on the supportive role with a practitioner whose motivation and
self-confidence were strong. From the experience of these investigations it is not likely to be
possible for self-evaluations to be continued unsupported. However, the experience of Phase

Three shows that, with the support of colleagues, practitioners can undertake observations and

do benefit from it.
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There are therefore arguments in favour of strategies of evaluation which involve
‘outsiders’ (outsiders in terms of the practitioner, that is, not necessarily researchers from Higher
Education), in a role that is supportive of reflection and change rather than an observation-
making role. It was made plain by Teacher A that she felt that the presence of another
practitioner who took an interest in the issues and dilemmas she confronted helped in her
re-orientation of her practice towards what she felt were principles she wished to aim for. The
added stimulus and self-respect that practitioners experience from having an informed and
interested outsider to talk things over with is a real factor in changed morale and hence the

ability to change practice. Change, after all, is a challenging and threatening experience.

There is another point to consider. The effect on the outsider could be so beneficial as

to warrant involvement for that purpose alone. This aspect, along with other wider issues, will

be explored in later sections.

3.2. Issues raised by the findings of the three Phases

The developmental stages of the research activities have established some facts about
practitioners’ investigation and evaluation of their own practice. A methodology based on
supported observation and analysis helped practitioners by giving them evidence on the basis of
which they could evaluate their work, and encouraged them in their reflections on how their

educational principles could best be put into practice. It also brought to their attention the hidden
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conflicts which influenced their practice, and gave them the evidence on which to make

authoritative statements about what were appropriate ways to provide for children’s learning.

The change in the orientation of the investigations, and the shift to an awareness of the

role and concerns of the researcher, point to collaborative evaluation as a learning opportunity

for those who support the practitioner.

The chapters of Section Two will take up some main themes identified by the three
Phases of the research and show some aspects of the potential significance of practitioner self-
evaluation. Chapter Four will examine where practitioner self-evaluation fits into the educational
context and the debate about ways of evaluating and developing education. Chapter Five will
expand on what has been said about observation’s role in research-based evaluation, and show
how observation can contribute the evidence on which practitioners can base authoritative
statements about education. Chapter Six will consider the generation and application of
educational theory, and how researching practitioner self-evaluation could help with the
development of new strategies for the education of intending practitioners. Chapter Seven will
look at the research relationship between practitioner and informed ’outsider’ and comment on

its relevance for future relationships between Higher Education and schools.
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SECTION TWO

WIDER ISSUES ARISING FROM THE

RESEARCH

This Section takes up some of the issues which have been raised by the
research perspectives and investigations and sets them in the context of
present developments in education. The first issue has to do with evaluation,
the different forms it can take and their link with models of the curriculum,
who can initiate it and on whose behalf; it also explores practitioner self-

evaluation as one of the central processes of developmental education.

Subsequent issues considered will be those surrounding observation and
educational decisions, the generation and application of educational theory,
and an outline of the many areas which remain to be investigated, including

some possible developments in the education and training of practitioners in

early childhood education.

158



INTRODUCTION TO SECTION TWO

THE GROWING CONFLICT OVER EDUCATION

The historical context of this research is the growing conflict over education that
characterised the period from 1970 to the time of writing in the mid-1990s. The testimony of
an experienced political analyst shows how striking a change has come over education in these
twenty years. A hard-fought trend towards increased professionalism appears to have been

sharply reversed, with consequences for children and parents as well as for practitioners.

‘The masters and mistresses of the great grammar schools might be the doctors of
the education service, but humbler teachers wanted to be more than nurses in
attendance. In the 1960s and 1970s they moved in that direction. Teaching was
heading towards all-graduate status, and schools were heading towards a measure
of professional autonomy. For a brief while, teachers were encouraged to help pupils
think for themselves, to "educate", rather than being told what to do teach by
universities and government inspectors. Some autonomy was abused, as in any
profession. Mistakes were made. But I would venture that at the end of the 1970s
most teachers were better respected and more professional than ever before.’

(Peter Jenkins, The Times, 19.4.95)
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According to Jenkins, the strikes of 1985-6 were disastrous for this process of
professionalisation, because of the government response that it provoked (the Education Reform
Act, national testing, Treasury control of teachers’ pay, performance related pay, etc). There
is reason to think, as will be shown below, that the move to control what is taught had in fact
been in preparation for much longer, since the 1970s themselves. Whatever the precise role of
the strikes, however, Jenkins was surely right in saying that the message to teachers of the
policy changes of the late 1980s was that the government no longer trusted them. He attached
great importance to trust as the essence of professional relationships of all kinds; this is a grave
state of affairs in his view. He ended by saying that the Government might well get efficiency

and value for money (although probably at a greatly inflated cost); it would certainly get

uniformity and simplicity of audit.

‘What is lost is harder to define, because what is lost is inherently unquantifiable.

I can think of no other word for it but trust.’

(ibid)

For all who engage in a professional activity, the loss of trust is a threat to everything
they try to do. It is doubly unfortunate for teachers of young children, since parents have to trust
them with their children when they are at their most vulnerable and impressionable. It is no
consolation to teachers that lawyers and doctors appear to be in the same position, nor is the loss
of trust in teachers anything but an additional problem for nursery nurses and others who work

with young children as they struggle to improve their status and qualifications.
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It has been the aim of the research recorded here to investigate certain aspects of the
professional activities of teachers and other practitioners working with young children. These
investigations shed some light on the real nature of the professional relationship practitioners
should have with children and with their parents. It is hoped that the exploration of wider issues
arising from the research may also highlight some ways in which the relationship can be

strengthened and professionalism increased, so that provision for the education of young children

can be improved.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ISSUES IN EVALUATION AND CURRICULUM

This Chapter:
- discusses curriculum, evaluation and curriculum development,

and some light thrown on this by the research,

- highlights the complex issues involved in the evaluation of
education and questions some basic assumptions about the

curriculum,

- contrasts these questions with the development of government
policy on education in England and Wales since the 1980s and

its concern to measure the effectiveness of education through
checks on the efficiency of schools and practitioners in teaching

the prescribed curriculum,
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4.1 Curriculum, evaluation and curriculum development

Evaluation in education can have very different purposes - the ongoing professional
process of the practitioner in the classroom, which constructs a picture of classroom
developments from ground-level up, and the evaluation which measures how far pre-set targets
external to the process of education have been achieved. As described in Chapter One, the
research activities reported here were undertaken in an attempt to learn more about how
practitioners arrive at educational decisions - what criteria of quality and what investigative tools
they can use to ascribe good qualities or failings to their practice, and how these judgements are
used by them to develop future practice. Continuous practitioner evaluation, as described here,
is qualitatively different from the national policy level as it has been since the passing of the
Education Reform Act. The difference is to do with the contrasting pictures of education that

can discerned and the consequential differences in ideas about what the curriculum should be and

how, and by whom, it should be evaluated.

The 1970s began a period of radical rethinking of the assumptions that had characterised the long
after-war period of pursuit of ideals of personal development, equal opportunities and
progressive pedagogy which culminated in the 1960s. The unease about educational standards
voiced in Callaghan’s Ruskin College speech was the herald of the educational debates of the
1980s in which ’child-centred approaches’ and ’progressive education’ became the target phrases
for attacks on existing ideas of education. Carr and Hartnett (1996) gave an indication of how

the dominant educational discourse sets the terms in which educational discourse is conducted,
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and how this is in fact a reorientation of the criteria on which evaluation will be based in the
future. They demonstrated as an example the way in which the conventional distinction between
the concepts of education and training has been revised. They quoted from the DES document
Better Schools an assertion that education and training could not always be distinguished because
they were complementary (1985, p. 25), and from Lord Young, as Secretary of State for
Employment in 1986, an assertion that training was merely the application of education. As they
contrasted the different views of education that were represented in the educational discourse,

they drew attention to the change in the terms of the discourse as an evaluative change.

’...such disagreements are not so much verbal disagreements about what is
correctly to be called ’education’ as political disagreements about the evaluative
criteria for determining what ’education’ should mean. The evaluative criteria
judged as central by those favouring progressive methods (for example,
developing the interests and understanding of each individual child) may be
judged to be insignificant or even irrelevant by those favouring traditional
methods. Moreover, the fact that the parties to this dispute are both using the
concept of education in different ways does not mean that their dispute is purely
terminological or that they are not talking about the same thing. It simply means
that the disputants share the same basic concept of education but have different
conceptions of education and hence different views about how this concept is to

be understood.’ (Carr and Hartnett, 1996, pp. 18-19)
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These changes in the terms of educational discourse are reflected in changes in some
views of the curriculum. The fundamental conflict is in the view of the curriculum which the
two forms of evaluation relate to, and in ideas about who should control it. Practitioners evaluate
in order to see how to develop an appropriate curriculum, while policy-makers demand
evaluation to see whether and how well their intended content has been provided. In essence,
the tension is between development and delivery of the curriculum, with the idea of the
practitioner’s evolving autonomy through negotiation of the curriculum running counter to the

expansion of national government influence on education.

The deeper aspects of links between evaluation and curriculum will be explored in this
section, in terms of the opposing pressures from practitioners and government. The following
section will attempt to trace the origins of this divergence, and to highlight some of the

fundamental points of conflict.

Evaluation and curriculum development: who controls the process ?
Much hangs on the evaluation of education, for it is the evaluation that sets out the

criteria for effectiveness and judges schools and practitioners, and it is the evaluators who have

the strongest say in the future development of the curriculum.

Historical background

The background of conflict against which the debate about the curriculum and its

development takes place is as old as the idea of state-maintained education itself. Whereas
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market forces and the views of influential persons, powers and parents exerted an accepted, and
therefore an unexamined, control upon the independent sector, the control of the maintained
sector was from the beginning a focus of conscious concern. Through the expression of this
concern it is possible to trace the evolution, and often ebb and flow, of ideas about what the

curriculum is for, and how it should be developed.

Themes that emerge during the first hundred years of British maintained education have
been characterised as reflecting three views of the purpose of education which imply three views

of the curriculum, and different ways of developing it.

4.2. Three views of the curriculum and its evaluation

These were first described by Blyth in 1965 as belonging to the elementary, preparatory
and developmental traditions. The first of these, the elementary, may be explained as originating
in the preoccupation of the elementary schools introduced by the 1870 Education Act with the
demands of employers for a workforce that could keep records and figures in order, keep clean
physically and morally, and be handy in the woodwork, gardening, cooking, cleaning and sewing
thought suitable for the future lives of boys and girls of the labouring classes. As it was
expressed at the time of the 1870 Education Act ‘Upon the speedy provision of elementary
education depends our industrial prosperity’ W.E.Forster, House of Commons, 17.2.1870. The

emphasis on education for a future of low-level work has led some critics to argue that this is

not education, but merely schooling (Kelly, 1988).
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The second tradition, the preparatory, may be found in the pressure from the later stages
of education for earlier stages to inculcate in their pupils the preconditions necessary for later
learning, as in ‘basic skills’. The pressure that this can exert on primary schools and within them
from the top classes to the yopngest children, is one problematic feature. Another is that the
learning presented to younger children is a simplified version of that for the older ones, rather
than being an appropriate learning experience for their ages, stages and interests. These two
traditions both seem to have been involved in the pressure which Teachers A and B experienced,
in the last months before the introduction of the National Curriculum, to push their children into

becoming well-schooled pupils and into preparing them for the next class.

The third tradition, (here described as concerned with basing education on children’s

development and developmentally appropriate ways of learning) has been shown by Blyth to be

the context in which ideas of informal education took root in the years after the First World
War, with an accelerated growth following the Plowden Report. This tradition emerges from a

broad pedagogical consensus about the ixhplications of the work of Froebel, Piaget, Vygotsky

and Dewey.

These three views logically connect with different ideas about how evaluation of the
curriculum should take place. The basic skills, elementary model links with pre-ordained
behavioural objeétives for léarning; the preparatory models of the curriculum are linked more
or less with the ideas of curriculum as meaning content in terms of knowledge and knowledge-

based skills. The evaluation of education in these traditions is by central or local government
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through assessment of children’s performance on standardised extrinsic criteria, since the aim
is for standardisation of results. The developmental model is linked more closely with the idea
of curriculum evaluation as intrinsic to the educational activity, and curriculum development as
arising from the classroom process of helping children learn to learn (Hadow, 1931, Blenkin and
Kelly, 1981; Blenkin, 1988). Where this is the case it must be that evaluation needs to take place

on a level closer to the actual classroom, since it is in classroom interactions between the teacher

and the pupil that judgements are made.

The American experience

This dilemma about the curriculum has some parallels elsewhere; Unruh [1975] describes
how in America the 1920s saw a professional consensus on the priority to be given to children’s

developmental needs and ways of learning which was overwhelmed by the pressure from

academics and industrialists.

The search for a developmental curriculum in Britain

In Britain, the developmental curriculum had a longer heyday. Susan Isaacs’ influence
on the Hadow Committee set out an agenda to which the Plowden Committee worked, and her
efforts to build bridges between theorists and practitioners through encouraging classroom
research established for a while a high profile for the efforts of individual teachers to raise
standards in education through hammering out principles of good classroom practice. She herself
established criteria for the observation and interpretation of children’s classroom behaviour

which set leading standards for qualitative work today. Each decision about a child’s education,
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and about provision for the group of children at her school, was justified in terms of
observations of the children and placing these observations in the context of knowledge and
understanding of the world. She deprecated any other approach, and would accept no

justification for failure.

‘Our failure to make any significant use of children’s interest in discovery and in
the concrete events of the physical and biological world has other roots also [than
our confusion between the child as fantasist and as explorer of the real world].
Partly, of course, it is the outcome of quite mundane and practical considerations.
It is, for instance, so much easier from the point of view of space, of staffing and
equipment, to keep the children relatively inactive and to "teach" them, than it

is to arrange for them to "find out". (1930, 9th Impression 1966, p. 19)

‘When the children turned to us, we would in the first instance throw the question

back to them. "What do you think? How does it seem to you?" (op.cit., p. 40)

‘We felt that the child’s own observation, even if incomplete, was more valuable
than a just belief accepted on our mere word. His own imperfect observations can
always be revised and completed by further effort, if we throw our own weight
on the side of an appeal to facts. ... The rabbit had died in the night. Dan found
it and said "It’s dead - its tummy does not move up and down now. Paul said

"My daddy says that if we put it into water it will get alive again." Mrs. 1. said
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"Shall we do so and see?" They put it into a bath of water...” (op.cit., pp. 40-41)

The theoretical foundations of her work are still good; her avowed commitment to the
work of Dewey and to the importance of child development theory for pedagogy are shared by

a wide range of practitioners. However, as in America, the developmental curriculum has proved

vulnerable to pressure from outside forces. This vulnerability itself will be explored, below, pp.

These outside forces have to do with the aim to impose on teachers a particular form of

accountability for what they do.

Measuring, accountability and values

The move towards teaéher accountability of the 1980s is only the latest form of the
demand for ‘proof’ of the efficacy of teachers’ work. Unruh (1975), who has a strong classroom
practice bias, tied herself into knots trying to reconcile her search for responsive curriculum
development with the requirements for measurement. Both behaviourism and technology appear
to be implicated here; behavioural science spread the word that humans could be measured in

ways that mattered, and technology offered an increasing range of apparently scientific ways to

measure and to compute the results.

Throughout the 1970s, and in many Western countries, there seem to have been quests
for ways to talk about curriculum development which would not be bound by this straitjacket.

Was the easily measurable a sound guide to what was, or was not, going on?
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The experience of researchers and practitioners suggested that easy measurement and
educational quality would not fit well together, because of the intensely individual nature of
educational interactions, as described in Chapter 2. Stuart Maclure has described a conference
in 1971 where delegates from America, Canada, France, Spain, Britain, Sweden, Norway,
Holland, Italy and West Germany agreed to see whether ’styles’ of curriculum development
might be defined. This would enable the participants to escape their dilemma in which they
sought to reconcile efficiency with humanity. Unfortunately, there were problems; style was so
individual an attribute as to be the hardest thing to copy authentically and the easiest to ape.
There could be no substitute in education for the personal style of the individual teacher, and
however sophisticated curriculum development projects might be technically they would stand
or fail by the quality of the teachers. It would be the teachers who would be in a position to
bridge the gap between techniques and values, and those values would form the [often tacit]
assumptions on which the style of curriculum development is founded. Amid the great range of
ideas about the curriculum a broad agreement emerged that curriculum development could not
be a

‘cold, objective, scientific exercise with right and wrong answers which can

be derived from research, but an expression of a whole range of social,

political and pedagogic goals, like the rest of the educational process.’

(CERI 1972 p.49)

Where the CERI participants refused to see curriculum development in terms of scientific

exercises Unruh went in the opposite direction, attempting to submit the responsive,
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collectively-negotiated form of development she favoured to systems concepts (derived from
physics, defence, industry and business theory) in order to systematise the goals, objectives,
educational experiences and outcomes, costs and resources in ways that would be supportive to

human values (Unruh, 1975, p.250 et seq).

This attempt to safeguard educational values through the grafting on of systems derived
from other aspects of human life such as business raises the fundamental question of the role of
values in the process of evaluation. It demonstrates the difficulty faced by those who would seek
to raise standards in a personal-relations process such as education through the imposition of

externally defined criteria for the success of the venture.

4.3. Pressures on the school curriculum

The previous discussion has focused on the questioning of approaches to curriculum
evaluation and development that was taking place during the 1970s. In England and Wales the
later 1970s and the 1980s brought new influences on the curriculum, which have affected the

way in which evaluation is thought of, and which have attempted to assert a particular

curriculum model.

During the 1970s the debate about the curriculum had focused on issues to do with the
tug of war between educational proponents of different approaches to the curriculum and
therefore to curriculum development. During the 1980s the debate took on a very different aspect

as a result of the events at central government level of the late 1970s. As is sometimes said of
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the financial markets, politicians ‘caught a cold’ about education, losing confidence in its ability
to meet national needs, and within ten years the previously existing picture was overturned

entirely.

In the process of the overthrow all sorts of constructions of the curriculum were revealed.

Some of the features of this picture may be discerned in the debate of the 1980s as it developed.

In 1976 James Callaghan’s Ruskin College speech introduced the idea of a new look at
previous assumptions about the curriculum. This gave the opportunity for different groups,

which had so far been unable to direct the development of the curriculum, to bring influence to

bear on it through discussion of the school curriculum.

Among these groups were Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, whose published statements
demonstrate how rapidly thinking changed under pressure from government. In 1977 the
Department of Education and Science published Curriculum 11-16, in which the curriculum was
described broadly in terms of areas of experience, rather than in terms of specific content to be
mastered in particular subject areas. By 1989, however, this broad approach was limited to
children under five, in the HMI document The Education of Children under Five, (DES 1989).
In the years between these two publications, a succession of HMI documents, from 4 View of
the Curriculum (1980) onwards, outlined some ways in which the issue of reform of the
curriculum could be approached. The secondary phase of schooling dominated their view, and

led to a strong orientation of their later comments on primary education towards preparation for
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the later years through the study of academic subjects rather than the broader cross-curricular

approaches characteristic of much primary practice.

In their Foreword to A View of the Curriculum the Secretaries of State for Education and
Science for both England and Wales expressed their view that they should give a lead in the
process of reaching a national consensus on a desirable framework for the curriculum. HMI, for
their part, introduced their document by stating that the only valid basis on which HMI can put
forward a view is knowledge of schools as they are and realistic appreciation of the likely
context in which any developments may take place. They had recently completed large-scale
surveys of primary and secondary education from which they could speak. In fact, this statement
bypassed another consideration, that of the values with which they had interpreted the
information they had gathered from schools. There is, for instance, an unspoken assumption
that there is no argument about the subject-basis of all education. There is also another
oversight; is it unfair to wonder whether they could envisage another valid basis from which to
speak - that of the general issue of the role of trained and experienced teachers in the

development of the curriculum which they spend their professional lives teaching ?

HMI’s approach did not recommend an extension of the influence of central government
on the curriculum; it was based on the assumption of a continuation of the role of local
authorities and schools’ freedom of action in relation to curriculum development, assessment and
evaluation. (In fact, as late as 1985 they were still talking in terms of teachers’ informal

‘impressionistic’ assessments of children being ‘from time to time’ supported by teachers’ own
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formal tests; see below). They stated in A View of the Curriculum that

‘The improvements in the curriculum sought by the Secretaries of State fall
to be achieved mainly by local education authorities and schools.....The
Secretaries of State believe that each authority should have a clear policy for
the curriculum in its schools and make it known to all concerned; be aware
of the extent to which its schools are able, within the resources available to
them, to make curricular provision which is consistent with that policy; and
plan future developments accordingly, in consultation with the teachers and
others concerned in their areas.” (para. S8, p. 20) *The pace and pattern of
improvements in the curriculum will depend above all on the energy,
imagination and professional skill of the teachers. This paper sets out the key

questions, in the view of the Secretaries of State, for each school to pursue,

building on what it has already achieved.’ (para. 59, p. 20)

Evaluation was perceived as an important part of the improvement of the curriculum. In
this process schools would need to be able to measure the adequacy of their detailed programmes

of work; here HMI outlined what they believed to be the essential tools of curriculum

development. These measurements would take place

‘by reference to more specific objectives, some checklist of important

knowledge or skills to be acquired, or of essential areas of understand