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  Preface

  Ten years have passed since writing the first draft of this book. In that time, we have learned a great deal, deepened our appreciation of the importance of reflective practice, and strengthened our conviction that it holds powerful, empowering, and healthy possibilities for change and betterment in the educational community. We are optimistic, but we have also lived another ten years of educational history.

  During these last ten years, we have seen wonderful things happen in education, particularly at the elementary school level. With the introduction of new approaches to literacy and an increasing emphasis on project-based learning intensified by many children’s easy access to literally a world of people, information, and ideas, the learning experience in many schools is indeed a rich one, far distant from the experience of these students’ parents and grandparents. On one hand, we seem to be coming to a renewed appreciation of the importance of engaging children in learning. At the same time, there are many schools where children are not learning; there are many “good” schools where some children’s learning needs are still neglected; and many schools where the joy of learning has been suppressed by pressure to pass the test. Unfortunately, the approach to reform remains the same.

  Ten years ago, we referred to a variety of solutions that were on the agenda at the time: new and higher standards, integrated curriculum, better teacher preparation. Now, ten years later, we still observe an educational system struggling to address what it defines as failure. The fix-it mentality and model of change still reigns supreme, but there is a new iteration, an almost maniacal pursuit of the Holy Grail of high-stakes testing. Establishing thoughtful, comprehensive standards is essential to reform. Similarly, gathering and collecting outcome data is invaluable for organizations to assess performance relative to those standards. With data in hand, the most effective organizations then engage their staffs in a critical analysis of their own performance. With evidence before them, they critique their work, develop and implement alternative strategies, and use data to assess their efforts. Unfortunately, in many instances, the test has become an end in itself, and accountability demands have had little positive effect on practice and have aggravated the very conditions they were designed to address. While standards and assessment are two integral and essential processes, the legislatively empowered evil twin of high-stakes testing, by promoting reliance on single—and faulty—indicators of educational performance, has suppressed and marginalized the critical voice of standards, its important counterpart (Thompson, 2001). For all practical purposes, the once vaunted authentic standards-based reform has joined many of its predecessors among the desaparecidos. For those concerned about the impact of high-stakes testing, however, history offers some comfort because today’s solution soon becomes yesterday’s initiative.

  Unfortunately, that is the problem. In the history of school reform, one new program follows another, yet the more things change, the more they stay the same. Seeing this fix-it history repeat itself, we are firmer in our conviction that short-term behavior adjustment only maintains the status quo in the long run. It is simply not enough to develop a new program, however well designed, if the process of implementation does not provide an opportunity to explore the ways of thinking, seeing, and believing that affect what we do and how we do it. Without this conscious dialogue, even the best solution will not be sustained in the face of continual demand for newer and better solutions.

  We remain convinced that the most enduring changes will take place in schools as teachers, administrators, and parents ponder how students learn and how the adults responsible for their learning can best support them. In fact, research is becoming increasingly clear that schools most successful in creating change are those functioning as learning organizations, schools where every person and the organization itself are consciously and continuously learning. We believe firmly that reflective practice is an important and effective change process that is integral to the learning organization. At the same time, we are not so naive as to believe that a practice that cannot be packaged, distributed, and imposed with a promise of immediate results will be readily embraced by schools, school districts, or policy makers who are looking for quick solutions to complex problems. Reflective practice lacks cache. Nonetheless, the term has become embedded in the language of education, and, more important, there are a growing number of schools and districts that have adopted the principles of reflective practice to create effective schools that are indeed meeting the diverse learning needs of their students.

  OUR THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

  There is a rich theoretical and critical literature on reflective practice. This book focuses on the application of reflective practice in school settings, yet it has a theoretical perspective that distinguishes it from similar books. Although the term is widely used, conceptions of reflective practice differ. Some authors emphasize the reflective aspect, equating reflective practice with silent introspection and retrospection; others emphasize practice, viewing this thoughtful process as a means of developing a better solution to a problem. Our conceptualization stays close to its roots in the work of Argyris and Schon (Argyris, 1982, 1993; Argyris & Schon, 1974, 1978): It emphasizes thought and action as integral processes but extends beyond to consider how context and culture shape both thought and action. Our description of reflective practice respects the autonomy of the learner but recognizes the value of incorporating lessons drawn from theory, research, and practice. For others, thought or cognition holds primacy; in our conceptualization, systematic observation of practice emphasizing thought, action, feelings, and consequences is the keystone of the process. As we explain in a later chapter, reflective practice depends on careful observation and data-based analysis of practice as well as experimentation with new ideas and new strategies.

  Argyris has continued his work, describing a process that he calls action science (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985). This process, like action research, is another formulation of reflective practice. What these processes all share are systematic procedures for critically examining thought and action in an effort to improve our professional practice. While action research does not intentionally highlight the importance of examining assumptions and beliefs, the process often leads to this deep analysis.

  We advocate reflective practice under a definition that always encourages the possibility of deep change in assumptions, thoughts, and actions. Our interest is in profound (double-loop) learning and change, in an educational paradigm shift that goes beyond thought to action and beyond action to thought. As we explain in Chapter 1, our goal is to transform existing educational organizations into true learning organizations. For this reason, our notion of reflective practice is grounded in the concept of community and communication. While organizational change or cultural change will not come about without individual change, organizational change will not come about until dialogue about change absorbs the whole community (Cambron-McCabe, 2003; Kottkamp & Silverberg, 2003).

  Over the last ten years, our conception of reflective practice has not essentially changed; however, we have come to a deeper appreciation of the richness of reflective practice as we have explored its connections with other major schools of thought (Kottkamp, 2002; Kottkamp & Silverberg, 1999b; Osterman, 1999). As a process of learning, reflective practice builds on and draws from experiential learning, constructivism, situated cognition, and metacognition, and the critical literature on professional development frequently incorporates these important principles.

  Reflective practice is also rooted in the notion of intentional action. This cognitive perspective that what we believe, what we value, and the way we view the world is indeed reflected in our action is evident in much research about teachers, administrators, and children. Within the organizational change literature, we see similar ideas and processes in Senge’s (1990; Senge et al., 2000; Senge et al., 1999) discussion of system thinking as he encouraged practitioners to examine problems thoroughly, examine their mental models, articulate and share their vision, and work collaboratively to improve practice. In the research on leadership and school leadership, through the work of Leithwood and others (Leithwood, 1995; Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1994; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Fernandez, 1994; Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995), we find increasing attention to cognition and intention and an emphasis on the clear articulation of goals or vision and also on the continuous assessment of performance relative to those standards of performance.

  Fullan and Hargreaves (Fullan, 1997; Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996) wrote about the importance of deep dialogue, collaboration, and reflection and the often anxiety-producing nature of this endeavor. Elmore and colleagues (Elmore, 1992, 1995; Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey, 1996) are among others who have come to appreciate that structural reform without change in the underlying beliefs about teaching and learning leads to naught. Conversely, we are beginning to see the power of collective energy as educators unite, often with the guidance and support of transformational leaders, to engage in an ongoing analysis of their practice. In these learning organizations, we see educators engaged in reflective practice and the potential for change realized in meaningful ways.

  It is nice to be part of a broadening stream of thought and dialogue focused on improving our ability as professionals to learn and, as educators, to serve our very important clientele in an ever-improving manner. In some settings, reflective practice has become an integrated part of organizational life. At the same time, there is still a long way to go until the exception becomes the norm.

  HOW THE BOOK HAS CHANGED

  The format of this edition is similar to its predecessor. Topics are similar, but in most cases the ideas are far more developed. Because we feel that cognition is such an important determinant of action, we continue to pay a great deal of attention to developing a deep understanding of reflective practice. Kofman and Senge (1994) argued that simple formulas, “seven step methods to success” or “similar how-to’s,” are not very practical because “life is too complex and effective action too contextual” (p. 17). We agree and believe that a strong theoretical understanding provides educators with greater flexibility to integrate reflective practice, formally and informally. We also share Fullan’s and Leithwood’s appreciation for problems. In Fullan’s (1997) words, “problems are our friends”; they’re “inevitable and you can’t learn without them” (p. 15). From our perspective, the problem, or the discrepancy between where we are now (the current situation) and where we want to be (the preferred situation), is an impetus for change. Accordingly, we develop that contrast throughout the book.

  The original book was targeted to school administrators. At the time, there were many resources dealing with reflective practice for teachers and prospective teachers but very little information that would explain its value and application for school leaders and schools. In addition to defining and explaining the process, we included three case studies describing administrators engaged in reflective practice and facilitator strategies. One described prospective administrators’ introduction to reflective practice in a graduate class and its effects. The second looked at a professional development program designed to facilitate leadership renewal among experienced school principals. The third depicted school district administrators involved in an ongoing effort to incorporate reflective practice in their own work. While these cases are not reprinted here, they remain valid and may still be of interest (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993).

  Since the first edition, our priorities have sharpened. This volume also includes three cases drawn from our own work, but they focus specifically on how reflective practice facilitates change in the classroom. While reflective practice has important applications and can benefit professionals at every organizational level, ultimately, the primary concern is student learning, and our deepest concern is for those children who are consistently failed by our schools. We believe that all children can learn; we also believe that achieving this goal requires a very different approach to teaching. To illustrate how reflective practice can facilitate this change, all of the cases in one way or another deal with marginal students: those children who stand out from the rest because of behavior or learning problems. In many cases, they are children who are poor and of color. In other cases, they are children from affluent homes in predominantly White districts. Regardless of their demographic status, most are perceived as troublesome. They are the children who, in teachers’ words, drive them nuts, the ones who give them gray hair, the ones who make teaching difficult. For these children, there are no expectations of success and often attributions that they are responsible for their own failure because they lack ability or motivation. These cases show teachers confronting these assumptions and changing their beliefs and their practice, often in very dramatic ways and with dramatic results. In one situation, the teachers are prospective administrators and the stimulus is a class assignment. One involves teachers and administrators working with one another to address important issues of classroom practice. The third shows teachers and children engaging in reflective practice as they change their approaches to teaching and learning.

  Our intention here is not to place all responsibility for children’s learning in teachers’ hands. To the contrary: Within the school, there is no question that teachers play the most critical and direct role in student learning. At the same time, it is very clear that organizational conditions, including the nature of leadership, directly influence the quality of teachers’ work. As Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) noted, schools that have bad teachers usually deserve them. It is also clear that leaders can create environments that enhance teaching and learning. By creating trust; promoting inquiry, dialogue, and initiative; encouraging critical examination of current practices and continuous and collaborative learning; and providing resources that foster personal growth, leaders directly influence the quality of teachers’ work (Murphy & Datnow, 2003a, 2003b; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002). Essentially these are the same conditions that facilitate reflective practice, and we hope this book supports leaders’ efforts to create these positive learning environments. At the same time, we believe that this book is important for educators at all levels who want to become more effective through their work with their colleagues. Schools where everyone assumes responsibility for student learning are more effective schools. This book is also useful to educators who wish to engage in this process of continuous improvement and to educators in higher education who wish to develop reflective skills in preparation programs.

  These cases illustrate another difference in our thinking over the years. It is possible to engage in reflective practice without using that label, and reflective practice, while it may lead to surprising and even astounding insights, does not necessarily lead to conflict or anxiety. In each of these situations, educators engaged in reflective practice, but no one called it that. The first case was intended to generate reflective practice but was focused on problem framing. The second was an action research project initiated in a school by an elementary principal concerned with bullying and victimization. In the third, children and their teachers engaged in reflective practice and critically examined their own learning without ever using the term. What these cases also illustrate is that reflective practice can be integrated into professional life, with minimal disruption but maximum effects. In fact, we would argue that reflective practice cannot be sustained as an add-on. We also downplay the conflict-generating potential of reflective practice. The cases we present show educators encountering very critical information about their own practice and sharing that information openly with colleagues without distress. We attribute this to professional commitment, a supportive environment, and the teachers seeing this information as a means to improvement.1

  In the first edition, there was more attention to the facilitator role. In each of the cases, the facilitator played a direct role in structuring the reflective practice. In this book, the facilitator plays an important role in initiating, framing, and supporting the process but is less visibly directive. The most important responsibility of the facilitator is to promote problem identification and data gathering. Once educators become engaged in data gathering and analysis, the process takes on its own momentum, and the key role for the facilitator becomes one of active listening, as Chapter 4 explains.

  The final chapter is essentially unchanged. We believe now, as we did then, that reflective practice is an empowering process that has far greater effects on people than most other learning experiences and produces visible outcomes, including changes in attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions, relationships with professional colleagues, and behavior. While recognizing the value of articulating core values and beliefs, we now give greater significance to the role of information as the stimulus for reflective practice and professional development. Knowing where you stand as an educator is one critical piece of information, but it is also essential to understand other elements of your practice: what you want to accomplish and your effectiveness, the strategies you use and more broadly how you experience and interpret your work, and most important the underlying ideas that shape your action. Equally important is sharing data openly in a collaborative and supportive setting. Communicating openly to improve professional practice enables educators to draw on and develop their expertise. It enables them to create knowledge; it helps to build professional community and learning organizations. Finally, reflective practice works because it respects the professionalism of educators and empowers them to assume personal responsibility for their own learning and professional growth. As we explain, it is an empowering process that enhances educators’ self-efficacy.

  We concluded earlier by seeking “colleagues who will join us in this quiet approach to change …” and opined that “If we have learned anything in our personal journeys with reflective practice, it is that only through changing ourselves do we have any hope of changing others” (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993, pp. 188-189). We reaffirm these positions and feel gratified when we look around to see people actually doing it and often marveling at the outcomes.

  HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED

  The book consists of two sections. The first, including Chapters 1 through 4, explain reflective practice, provide a conceptual framework or rationale, detail the stages of the process, and outline basic ideas and strategies that facilitate reflective practice. In Chapter 1, we explain our understanding of reflective practice as a professional development strategy and its potential for creating meaningful individual and organizational change in the context of our current reform efforts. Chapter 2 describes reflective practice as an experiential learning cycle, providing a detailed explanation of each phase. Reflecting our belief that valid information is one of the most important aspects of the reflective practice cycle, Chapter 3 outlines ways to gather data about the different dimensions of our practice as a means to facilitate reflection. In Chapter 4, we talk about introducing reflective practice in an organizational setting. Here we explore organizational obstacles to reflective practice and identify important assumptions and strategies to facilitate this new form of interaction.

  As in the past edition, the second section describes and explains reflective practice in action. Reflective practice is a form of problem-based learning, and the next three chapters deal with important problems confronting educators. Chapter 5 considers the “problematic” student and shows educators confronting their unstated assumptions about these children. In Chapter 6, working with their principal, teachers engage in action research to break the cycle of bullying and victimization in the classroom. Chapter 7 describes how new data about their learning help children and teachers to join forces in a radically different response to concerns about test results. Chapter 8, as noted previously, offers final thoughts on the efficacy of reflective practice as a professional development strategy.

  NOTE

  1. McLaughlin (2001) made a similar point, noting how access to data and opportunities to analyze those data relative to their own performance actually help to create communities of practice.
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  1

  Reflective Practice, School Reform, and Professional Development

  This is a book about reflective practice. It is also a book about children. Reflective practice is a meaningful and effective professional development strategy. Even more, it is a way of thinking that fosters personal learning, behavioral change, and improved performance. Through systematic inquiry and analysis, it is a way for individuals to create meaningful and enduring change by changing themselves. It is a way to address problems rather than symptoms. As a basic learning strategy, reflective practice is relevant for any type of organization and in any walk of life. Here, however, we focus primarily on its value for educators—and for the children they serve.

  In this chapter, we develop a conceptual understanding of reflective practice as a professional development strategy and explain its potential to create meaningful change in schools. In schools, reflective practice is ultimately a way for educators to search for ever-improved ways to facilitate student learning. Reflective practice is based on a belief that organizational change begins with individuals. Unless we as educators change the way we do things, there will be no meaningful educational change. Unless we identify new ways of acting, we will make little progress in achieving our goals. Reflective practice also incorporates the belief that much resistance to change is rooted in unexamined assumptions that shape habit. To create change, then, we must examine current practice carefully and develop a conscious awareness of these basic assumptions. We also consider the organizational conditions necessary to support reflective practice and the way reflective practice, in turn, can help develop a learning organization. To understand reflective practice as a change strategy and its significance for schools, we begin with a critical perspective on school reform.

  UNDERSTANDING THE FAILURE OF SCHOOL REFORM

  In this new century, critiques of public education remain pervasive, and, with the erosion of public confidence, increasing numbers of parents are seeking alternatives through charter schools, voucher systems, or home schooling. The common perception is that schools are failing, and our children are not being prepared well academically or socially to meet the challenges of life in a rapidly changing and complex world. While some argue that criticisms of public education are inaccurate and oversimplified (Berliner & Biddle, 1995), the societal response to these concerns has been aggressive.

  Over the last 40 years, governmental agencies, business leaders, profit and nonprofit organizations, elected officials, universities, special interest groups, and professional organizations—through financial incentives and disincentives, legislation, research, product development, and political persuasion—have bombarded schools with innovations designed to reform education. While the thrust of these reforms has shifted, the intention has been constant—to fix problems through a constant and continually changing barrage of externally developed and often mandated initiatives intended to change how and what teachers teach, how school leaders lead, the organizational conditions under which learning takes place, and how schools establish accountability and assess learning. The list of so-called solutions is long. Organizationally, schools have introduced site-based management and shared decision making—involving teachers, parents, and community—while manipulating schedules, reorganizing teachers into interdisciplinary or grade-level teams, and shifting students from tracks to heterogeneous age and ability groupings. School leaders have been encouraged to develop effective schools by adopting new and improved leadership strategies. In the classroom, teachers encounter constantly changing directives: new math, old math, back to basics, balanced literacy, phonics, interdisciplinary and integrated learning versus subject specialization, computer-assisted instruction, drill and skill, push outs and pull ins, cooperative learning, and problem-based learning. These are only a few of the procedural, programmatic, and structural changes that have been prescribed and implemented—sequentially or simultaneously—in schools struggling to improve learning while addressing public concerns. What is omitted here is a list of perhaps thousands of individual programs developed for schools—packaged, marketed, and sold—complete with training and new materials. As one administration gives way to another, as one fad gives way to another, in response to carrots and sticks, schools adopt new, different, and costly programs—programs to improve instruction in reading, math, and science; in-class and afterschool programs to meet the needs of special children, such as gifted students, students with learning disabilities, non-English speakers, and children who simply fail; and programs to address special interests, such as school violence, bullying, character education, sex education, or multicultural education. Programs, programs, and more programs, all designed to solve one or more problems.

  Implementing these constantly changing strategies requires substantial investment in professional development. In 1995, a Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) policy brief indicated that most states and districts had no idea what they were actually spending for professional development but estimated that state investments alone probably ranged from less than 1% to more than 3% of total state spending on public education (Corcoran, 1995). In 1993 alone, the federal government spent more than $615 million on teacher development programs in only one programmatic area: math, science, and technology. Information on total expenditures is not available, but it is clear that reform has attracted extensive resources. Cost aside, what benefits have we reaped? The answer to that question is obviously not a simple one, but costs seem to exceed benefits. In some cases, reform efforts have led to actual change. Recent research on comprehensive school reform, for example, shows that consistent, focused, research-based, and integrated schoolwide efforts that engage staff in collaborative efforts to examine and address educational problems have led to observable improvements in student achievement (Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2003; Murphy & Datnow, 2003a, 2003b). With few exceptions, however, little has changed.

  As Tyack and Cuban (1995) explained, “For over a century, ambitious reformers have promised to create sleek, efficient school machines ‘light years’ ahead of the fusty schools of their times. But in practice their reforms have often resembled shooting stars that spurted across the pedagogical heavens, leaving a meteoric trail in the media but burning up and disappearing in the everyday atmosphere of the schools” (p. 111). Despite devoting extensive fiscal and human resources to reform, and despite good intentions and sound ideas in general, the way that schools are organized and the way that teachers teach has not changed in important ways.

  From a researcher’s perspective, the more things change, the more they stay the same (Sarason 1971, 1990). From the perspective of an enlightened teacher commenting on the teaching practices in her own school, “you’d think it was 1950.” Despite the intensive and continuous involvement in change, how schools are organized, how teachers teach, and how children learn in the majority of our schools is very similar to the way we did things in the 1950s or even in the 1920s. Students are organized in age-graded, daylong classes and presented with lockstep curricula (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Many classrooms are still teacher directed rather than student centered; our emphasis is still on information transmission and recall rather than the development of critical analytic skills. In classrooms, students spend little time actually reading and writing, discussing what they read, thinking about issues with elusive answers, or working in independent activities or group projects (Cuban, 1984; Goodlad, 1984; Newmann, 1992). The advent of standards-based education and the emphasis on accountability through frequent mandated and publicly compared testing, in some cases, seems to have reinforced enduring practice and widened the gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students. Critiques of high-stakes testing, for example, note negative effects on teacher creativity and the richness of the curriculum, as teachers and students devote even more time to test preparation. Of even greater concern is the disproportionate rate of failure and dropout of students from low socioeconomic and minority backgrounds, and some argue that attention to the test distracts us from deep discussions of problems confronting children who live in poverty (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Fullan, 1999; McNeil, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

  Little has changed in the classroom, and little has changed in the ways that schools are organized and operated. Despite decades of calls for restructuring, site-based management, shared decision making, and the development of professional communities, many schools retain traditional bureaucratic practice. For many teachers, working conditions are still characterized by overload, isolation, exclusion from decisions about their work, and a lack of meaningful professional development opportunities (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996; Ingersoll, 2003). Efforts to reform education by changing the way that teachers relate to students and to each other through structural changes—in schedule, student groupings, and teacher groupings—have also encountered resistance. Changes are difficult to make and difficult if not impossible to sustain, particularly at the secondary level. More important, even when structural changes are introduced, the anticipated changes in teaching and learning do not materialize. While “standard ways of organizing schools may limit teaching practice and undermine good teaching,” we “have so little evidence that changes in organization lead directly to changes in teaching and practice, and ultimately to changes in student learning” (Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey, 1996, pp. 213-214).

  Professional development, too, has had little effect on teaching practices (Little, 2001). While some reform strategies may be ineffective or counterproductive, many of the reform proposals introduced are based on sound research, often drawn from the experience of exceptionally successful schools and classrooms. Despite the quality of the program or proposal, despite the commitment to the goal or the enthusiasm for the particular strategy, efforts to enact even the best-conceived proposals are frequently unsuccessful. Changes are not implemented as designed and intended, or changes are implemented but, over time, cannot be sustained. As Hargreaves, Earl, and Ryan (1996) explained, while “the surface and style of schooling may have changed,” the deep structures “have been reproduced from generation to generation” (p. 2).

  Why have these reform efforts failed to achieve their objectives? There are a number of factors that affect the efficacy of change initiatives. Basically, this approach to change is symptomatic rather than systemic and externally imposed rather than internally designed. It’s a piecemeal, patch-up approach that works around and essentially ignores basic structural flaws. While the problems are complex, the solutions are frequently quick fixes that are universally applied, regardless of the specific features of the organizational, social, or cultural context. Solutions are developed and imposed—on districts, administrators, and teachers—without the input or involvement of those who must implement them. Without commitment to change, new ideas—like new materials—will be shelved sooner or later as educators get back to business.

  Even when professionals are involved and committed, translating new ideas into practice is a complex process and a goal that has largely eluded professional development efforts. From the perspective of critics, professional development efforts are frequently “limited and misguided” (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996, p. 16) and ignore important principles of learning. Different staff development initiatives are often unrelated to one another or to teachers’ problems or concerns. As educators are bombarded with one new “solution” after another, this fragmented approach actually mitigates against sustained change.

  Further, and most important, professional development assumes a mechanistic approach to change—that simply presenting new ideas or strategies leads to changes in practice. Elmore et al. (1996) examined three schools deeply invested in reform, and all three “looked like models of enlightened practice” (p. 222). The schools provided a supportive collegial environment and actively involved teachers in change decisions. Teachers held high standards for children’s learning and believed all children could learn. They were committed to student-centered learning and worked hard to introduce new practices into their work. When the researchers evaluated the process, however, they found that, despite enthusiasm and effort, the majority of the teachers were unsuccessful in implementing changes. There was a major discrepancy between what they said they wanted to do and what they accomplished. The researchers concluded that accomplishments were limited because teachers lacked a deep understanding of what they were doing and because professional development did not provide ample time for them to explore their assumptions and beliefs about their work. “The assumption was that if the teachers had access to good ideas, they would know how to put them into practice” (p. 231). While incorporating many valuable change principles, this effort, like many others, ignored the fact that behavior—and teaching—is a complex phenomenon, reflecting ideas, experience, and judgment within a social context.

  
    How teachers teach at any given time is a composite of how they taught in the past, how they think they ought to be teaching in the present, and how they reconcile the latter with the former. Teachers are not ciphers for their organizations; they do not simply and immediately translate the prevailing ideas about teaching practice in their schools into some new form of teaching. Teachers are active decision makers who are constrained in their capacities to act on new ideas by their past practice, by their judgments about what is worth doing, and by deeply rooted habits that are often at odds with their own espoused views of what they ought to do. (Elmore et al., 1996, pp. 238-239)

  

  Further complicating reform is a sense of powerlessness among many educators. Paradoxically, educators are involved in an almost continuous process of change, yet are cynical about the value of new mandates and prospects of change. Organizations consist of people, ostensibly working together toward a common purpose. Yet individuals get lost in the shadow of the system. We understand organizations as highly rational, impersonal, and mechanistic systems (Weber, 1947). Rules and regulations rigidly determine behavior, and decisions are typically made by someone higher up. These bureaucratic procedures preclude individuals from becoming actively and wholeheartedly engaged in the search for truly effective change. In this impersonal context, individuals are submerged, invisible, and seemingly powerless, and the system takes on a life of its own.

  Within the system, change consists mainly of mechanistic approaches—hiring outsiders to fix this and that or add a bit of something here or there. Educators are told how to implement somebody else’s solution but are seldom involved in identifying the problem or developing the response. In fact, many of the solutions seem designed to fix the educators themselves. In the face of continuously changing and externally mandated changes that fail to change educational practice in important ways, many educators become passive, thinking, “You can’t beat the system.”

  The most recent innovation soon gives way to the next, and educators comply, sometimes wholeheartedly, sometimes begrudgingly, knowing that the tide will soon turn—or return—to another miracle cure. They hunker down and reassure themselves that this, too, shall pass (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). As seasoned educators know, what goes around often comes around again. While whole language temporarily captivated the educational community, phonics is once again in vogue, with the assistance of federally supported research and new federal mandates (Taylor, 1998). Ditto sheets displaced by math manipulatives soon regained cache as part of the back to basics movement. Efforts to introduce authentic assessment are overshadowed by increasing accountability demands that require paper-and-pencil tests easily administered on a mass scale. Despite almost continuous change, little changes. “The more things change, the more they stay the same” is both an accurate descriptor and a self-defeating prophecy.

  REFLECTIVE PRACTICE: A DIFFERENT APPROACH TO SCHOOL REFORM

  Reflective practice offers a more optimistic perspective on school reform: Meaningful change is possible. It also offers a very different road map, one based on a very different set of assumptions about personal and organizational change.

  For Schools to Change, Educators Have to Change

  Whether schools are effective in facilitating student learning is the result of the efforts of all those involved in the learning effort: teachers, administrators, guidance personnel, custodians, secretaries, the students themselves, parents, and community groups. The actions they take, individually and collectively, determine whether children succeed. School improvement, then, requires a change in actions. Although organizations certainly exert powerful influences on the people who inhabit them, organizations are human creations guided by human intentions and decisions (Greenfield, 1986, 1991), and individuals have the potential to shape organizations to their purposes.

  Change Requires More Than Good Intentions

  Reflective practice takes an optimistic perspective: Real change is possible. At the same time, it recognizes the seemingly intractable nature of organizational and personal behavior. Despite what we know about “good” practice, these “behavioral regularities” (Sarason, 1971, 1990) are tenacious. Even though our conscious ideas—about teaching, about administration, about our relationships with parents and community—change, we continue to behave in the same old ways. Despite a stock of new knowledge and our best intentions, we tend to resist change and to behave in very predictable ways. Despite the substantial body of research demonstrating the superiority of heterogeneous over homogeneous grouping, schools still track students and assign children to different ability groups for instruction. Despite a growing body of research demonstrating the effectiveness of collaborative decision making, many administrators resist involving staff and parents in meaningful ways. Despite considerable evidence of the failure of fix-it model change efforts, we continue to prescribe one fix after another. It is the aggregation of these behavioral patterns that constitutes the organizational status quo. Organizations won’t change until these patterns are interrupted. Yet, as we have seen, introducing new instructional or leadership patterns is difficult, even when we recognize the impotency of old approaches and accept the need for change. So how do we understand this we-believein-it-but-can’t-seem-to-do-it phenomenon?

  New Approaches Require New Ways of Thinking

  Many of our previous reform efforts were based on an assumption that structures shape people’s actions. To a certain extent they do. Nonetheless, research and experience on the effectiveness of structural reforms basically show that few of these efforts in school reorganization led to meaningful change in how teachers teach or how students learn (Elmore et al., 1996). The consensus is that real change depends on a change in ideas and beliefs. Unless educators examine and modify their mental models, there will be no important changes in behavior. Quoting Tyack and Cuban (1995), “better schooling will result in the future—as it has in the past and does now—chiefly from the steady, reflective efforts of the practitioners who work in schools” (p. 135).

  Reflective practice, as a learning model, emphasizes the importance of cognition, maintaining that thought influences action. In essence, personal action theories, our ideas about the world, govern our behaviors—the decisions we make, the actions we take. Typically, theory connotes abstract ideas about issues detached from the world of practice. In reflective practice, however, theories are linked closely with daily experience. They are simply the assumptions and beliefs we hold about how things should and do work (Argyris & Schon, 1974). Everyone has action theories: Teachers have theories about discipline and instruction, administrators have theories about leadership and supervision, parents have theories about child rearing and discipline, and change agents have theories about facilitating change. Some action theories are stated in formal language; others appear in aphorisms: for example, “spare the rod and spoil the child” and “learning should be fun.” In reflective practice, however, two distinct types of personal action theories are key to understanding behavioral stability and change: espoused theories and theories-in-use.
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