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  Foreword

  Several years ago, I introduced a new course into our leadership preparation program titled Leading the Learner Centered School. The content was predicated on the notion that teachers’ primary focus is on learners and learning. In my view, a deep understanding of that precept would assist aspiring school leaders to become more effective instructional leaders. A major assignment for students in this class was to partner with a learner of any age and spend the semester teaching each other about learning. The assignment culminated with a learning fair where each member of the class demonstrated the insights gained from the assigned consultation. I have fond memories of a music teacher bringing his partners—a quartet of sophomores who had taught him how capable they were at self-organizing—to compose unique music. Their performance in our class was a unique culmination to our busy semester. Some students invited teaching partners and shared an action research process related to instructional decisions. Not everyone displayed live partners, but each demonstration paralleled the remarkable findings of the book you find in your hands—when individuals spend time together talking about learning, instruction changes, learners engage, and achievement improves. That is the core message of Jo and Joe Blase in Teachers Bringing Out the Best in Teachers.

  This book ought to be required reading for every aspiring and practicing principal because it truly represents an enlightened conversation about instructional leadership. In this age of NCLB (No Child Left Behind), educational administrators at all levels of schooling are charged with being instructional leaders, yet the actual implementation of that concept remains a pretty contested notion. Some school administrators lead instruction through close supervision of highly prescribed classroom behaviors. Others lead by joining the “Idea of the Month Club,” overwhelming teachers with new approaches, new resources, and countless projects. Still others spend precious dollars on gurus who offer the latest fix for raising test scores. Study after study reports minimal gains in achievement from any of these approaches.

  The treasure that Jo and Joe Blase offer to us in Teachers Bringing Out the Best in Teachers is that instructional leadership may be a far simpler concept than usually portrayed. This book is filled with voices of teachers who provide rich descriptions of their informal talk, detailing how a peer consultation process leads to improved instruction, better classroom management, and a deeper understanding of individual learners. As the authors note, “Teaching may be one of the few professions in which practitioners generously and passionately help colleagues and do this in spite of numerous barriers” (Chapter 5, p. 81). Principals have the power to remove the barriers, either structural, organizational, or human. If we listen carefully to and reflect on the words of these peer consultants in our midst, the role of an instructional leader becomes crystal clear. Effective instructional leaders do one thing: organize an environment that supports teacher conversation about learning.

  The Blases’ research makes visible the link between research-based knowledge and craft knowledge. Frequently, educators are cognizant of the research that touts positive learning outcomes of an innovative instructional approach. However, the actual implementation of the practice, the day-to-day organizing actions, may not be revealed in the research. Adult learners expect to master an idea very quickly; and if the experience of a new approach is messy for too long, they will give up on the practice despite research findings. The teacher voices in this book provide vivid descriptions of critical analyses and reflective work about daily practice in efforts to master new approaches. As they consult with peers, their craft knowledge clearly supports the adult learning curve.

  This book challenges one other long-held assumption about teaching: that it is an isolated task. As I read the words of the many teachers in this study, I realized that despite the deep isolation of our organizational structures, teachers find multiple points of contact that break the isolation to hone their craft. In many cases, their informal talk fosters awareness of how easily classrooms become teacher centered rather than learner centered. One study participant noted how “self-examination made me realize that. The student’s needs should come first” (Chapter 3, p. 56).

  Clearly, I appreciate this new work by authors who have committed their professional lives to improving the experience of educating in our schools. I also am aware that many school leaders, who are committed to improving instruction, still struggle with the how of the work and resort to formal supervision and evaluation as a primary tool. This book provides more than a roadmap for the work of an instructional leader; the book itself is the journey. I encourage principals and teachers to use this book as a vehicle to foster faculty learning about learning. Each chapter contains powerful questions and implications for practice, as well as additional references that extend the topics. The most effective instructional leadership comes from principals who recognize and legitimize the natural tendency among educators to collaborate about learning. Used in this manner, school leaders may locate a new set of voices with rich data that will only improve our learner outcomes.

  —Edith Rusch

  Associate Professor, University of Las Vegas


  Preface

  [T]he most reliable, useful, proximate, and professional help [for teachers] resides under the roof of the schoolhouse with the teaching staff itself.

  —Barth, 2001, p. 445

  This book is written for classroom teachers, lead teachers, teachers on special assignment, department chairpersons, principals, assistant principals, professional learning coordinators, and staff developers who want to promote teacher collegiality and school improvement by enabling teachers to collaborate on instructional matters. Uniquely, this book is not about formal professional development opportunities; rather, it is about naturally occurring, informal, spontaneous, timely, and relevant collaboration among teachers, that is, peer consultation. Peer consultation refers to two or more teachers engaging in dialogue about the idiosyncratic teaching context and individual teachers’ concerns. The focus of peer consultation is usually selected by the teacher who needs help, and peer consultants do not necessarily have expertise specific to a given teacher’s work. Thus, peer consultants are nonthreatening partners who facilitate a teacher’s reflection on teaching-learning issues, assessment of progress, and instructional improvement. The peer consultant is the unnoticed other who helps teachers blend scientific and craft knowledge in the complex, challenging, and often messy world of teaching and learning.

  Teachers Bringing Out the Best in Teachers is based on a study of several hundred teachers from public elementary, middle, and high schools located in the southeastern United States. We asked our research participants to describe, in detail, the actions of other teachers that directly or indirectly helped them teach more effectively. We also asked them to discuss the personal and professional effects (i.e., effects on thinking, teaching, and feelings) of such teacher–teacher interaction. This book presents teachers’ perspectives on peer consultation.

  Heretofore, the world of peer consultation has been relatively invisible. It exists outside the formal practice of instructional supervision by a principal (which sadly and all too often disintegrates into control and bureaucratic snooping), outside the formal work of lead teachers and teacher leaders (which also often disintegrates into a neither-teacher-nor-principal role for teacher leaders and alienates other teachers), and outside the world of emergent teacher leadership (i.e., career lattices, collaborative leadership, and constructivist leadership). Peer consultation, we found, capitalizes on teacher expertise and is an effective vehicle for strengthening trust and respect among teachers, creating a positive learning environment for teachers as learners, and creating positive impacts on instruction. It results in teacher growth, confidence, and school improvement. Indeed, the peer consultant appears to be the ultimate coach for teachers, and peer consultation may well be the last frontier in teacher learning and development. We found that peer consultation is powerful in the subtle but certain way that it can develop instructional expertise and build a culture of shared effort and critical self-reflection among teachers.

  This book illuminates basic elements of effective peer consultation and describes how it supports both teacher and student learning. The centerpiece of this book is the result of our study of teachers’ perspectives of peer consultation, including countless excerpts from our database that illustrate select ideas. Specifically, we present descriptions of what peer consultants actually do that leads to impacts such as improved teacher confidence and motivation, enhanced mutual respect, and reflective instructional behavior. In each chapter we present relevant concepts and strategies from the literature that will help educators think through their approach to peer consultation. We also synthesize and present extant empirical, conceptual, and theoretical literature in detailed figures and tables throughout the book. Finally, we include relevant questions, suggestions, or a discussion of implications for practice in each chapter. Taken together, our database, the literature, and our model of peer consultation provide an approach to peer consultation based on trust, collaboration, reflection, and collaborative inquiry.

  What does peer consultation look like in practice? What effects does it have on teachers, teaching, and classroom management? Chapter 1 reviews the three major sources of teacher help: principals as instructional supervisors, lead teachers, and peer consultants. A brief overview of our major findings about peer consultation and a host of figures that summarize relevant literature are also included. Peer consultation skill #1, building healthy relationships by communicating, caring, and building trust is discussed in Chapter 2. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 focus on the critical skills used by peer consultants as they help teachers, including peer consultation skill #2, using the five guiding principles for structuring learning principles; peer consultation skill #3, planning for organizing and learning; peer consultation skill #4, showing and sharing; and peer consultation skill #5, guiding for classroom management, respectively. Chapter 7, the final chapter, discusses some of the major conclusions of our study, our expanded model of academic leadership, and the relationship between peer consultation and the development of a professional learning community in schools. Research methods are found in the resource section at the end of the book.

  Because of increasing teacher shortages and fiscal challenges, American schools will be increasingly staffed by alternatively certified (and likely less able) teachers at a time when such schools cannot afford more administrators to provide instructional leadership. Fortunately, extra instructional help can be found in those talented and high-performing teachers who are naturally drawn to assist their peers’ development in timely and spontaneous ways. Join us now to peer in on our peers to find them doing what comes naturally: lending a hand to colleagues engaged in the vital mission of our schools—educating our youth.
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  ____________________________________

  Teachers Helping Teachers: The Case for Peer Consultation

  The nonparticipation of teachers in decisions that bear directly on their daily work environment leads both to a decline in self-esteem and to strong feelings of external control by others. Over time, these effects take their toll, manifesting themselves first in terms of job stress and ultimately in perceptions of diminished personal accomplishment.

  —Byrne, 1994, p. 665

  Enormous risks and frequent costs are associated with observation, communication, mutual visibility, sharing knowledge, and talking openly about the work teachers do. Collegiality requires that everyone be willing to give up something without knowing in advance just what that may be. But the risks and costs of interdependence are nothing next to the risks and costs of sustaining a climate of emotional toxicity, of working in isolation.

  —Barth, 1990, p. 31

  INTRODUCTION

  In recent years, many American school administrators have realized that the work of school improvement is best accomplished when shared with teachers. These educational leaders have wisely empowered teachers to collaborate in a variety of joint endeavors, including peer coaching, mentoring, collegial investigations using action research, explorations into instructional challenges, study teams, and problem solving. Clearly, promoting teacher collegiality has been one leadership approach that has yielded answers to teaching and learning problems, enabling teachers to effectively work together to develop instructional alternatives and processes that lead to the development of a community of learners engaged in professional service to children.

  Unfortunately, collaborative approaches to educators’ work have often been associated with confusion about teachers’ professional role definitions, human and financial costs, and lack of time for professional talk. And, teachers’ work experience continues to be predominantly an individual and isolated practice of teaching. In spite of such difficulties, many teachers not otherwise engaged in peer coaching, mentoring, or similar formal programs appear to have gained substantial knowledge and support from informal peer consultation with colleagues and have skillfully applied this knowledge to their daily classroom work with students. Interestingly, however, there are no published comprehensive descriptions of the content, process, and context of spontaneous, naturally occurring peer consultation among teachers. Therefore, we initiated a study to illuminate this important but heretofore hidden (at least in terms of the research literature) phenomenon.

  The purpose of this book is to describe the results of our study of peer consultation. Derived directly from our study data, our concept of peer consultation refers to teacher-to-teacher consultation; specifically, it involves spontaneous, timely, and unstructured patterns of behavior of teachers helping teachers. This, we discovered, is a world of informal and yet profound discovery, career-changing encounters, and mutual spiritual growth between and among teachers. It is a world in which teachers intuitively reach out to each other to talk about and reflect on their work, to make use of their knowledge, to collectively plan and organize for teaching, to share with and show each other valuable resources, and to guide each other in managing the complexities of student learning and behavior. In addition, although in many cases the practical implications of our findings are obvious, we include questions and actionable steps professional educators should consider when implementing efforts to develop or improve peer consultation in their school. As the reader will see at the end of this chapter, five primary skills comprise peer consultation; and each is explicated in succeeding chapters replete with teacher quotes, examples, and suggestions.

  We introduce our journey into this hidden world of peer consultation with a look at what we know about teacher learning, followed by brief descriptions of three primary sources of teacher-to-teacher assistance for learning discussed in the professional literature:

    1. Administrators who engage in instructional supervision

    2. Lead teachers who fulfill formal and/or emergent roles in assisting teachers

    3. Teachers as peer consultants who spontaneously assist their colleagues

  In addition, we present our Peer Consultation Model (PCM)—consisting of five key elements—derived directly from the study that serves as the basis for this book. Finally, we briefly describe the research method and procedures used to conduct the study that is the basis of this book, and we highlight some of our most important findings about peer consultation.

  HOW TEACHERS LEARN TO TEACH

  Although it is a widely accepted premise that each teacher is unique, the conceptual work necessary to differentiate programs for individual teachers’ professional growth is unavailable (Burden, 1990). Nevertheless, extant knowledge about individual development characteristics and phases of adult life informs our efforts to adapt teachers’ learning opportunities to their needs; for example, research has focused on adults’ cognitive development (Sprinthall & Thies-Sprinthall, 1980), developmental ages and cycles (Erikson, 1959; Gould, 1972), and developmental stages (including cognitive, moral, ego, conceptual, ethical, and interpersonal development; e.g., Piaget, 1963; Kohlberg, 1969). This research has also illuminated teachers’ developmental concerns (Fuller & Brown, 1975) and patterns of career development (Gregorc, 1979). Furthermore, it is generally accepted that principles of adult learning should be considered in creating opportunities for teacher growth. Learning is life centered and based on adult interests and prior experience; learning is self-directed and includes a process of inquiry with others; and individual differences, which increase with age, are addressed (see Knowles, 1978).
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