Westwood St. Thomas – Portfolio Assessment Group.

Jack Whitehead’s Responses

Because of the time it takes for assignments to be processed and responses made through the formal university procedures, I thought that you might like the see below my immediate responses to your portfolios. The formal assessment procedures involve work being second marked and an examination board later in the term where external examiners make their recommendations.

I have just come back from two weeks of educational conferences in Vancouver and Seattle. 

What strikes me about the work you are doing together, through your action research and portfolio assessment, is that it places you at the forefront of developments in three related movements of practitioner researchers. These are the teacher-researchers in the International Conference of Teacher Research (ICTR) and the Action Research and Self-Study of Teaching Education Practices Special Interest Groups of the American Educational Research Association. I’ve just created links to these groups at the bottom of the Other Homepages section of my homepage at actionresearch.net . Do download Carl Leggo’s keynote on Living the Research in Everyday Practice (you can get this from the link to the ICTR site). I also think you will be inspired by the work on portfolios by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching – do login to their site from the link I’ve provided on my other homepages to see how they are using multi-media presentations of professional learning in their portfolios. 

In creating your own living theories, grounded in your embodied values and with the help of video-images I do think you are in a wonderful position to show how your research-based professionalism is enhancing student learning and helping the educational formation of your schools.

As your educational enquiries, theorising and practice continue, you might find it helpful and stimulating to engage with issues concerned with the politics of educational knowledge.

In 1996, the Department of Education at Bath was selected, by a peer assessment process on an ESRC project, as one of five national centres of excellence for action research. In a very powerful paper on ‘Narratives of Becoming an Action Researcher’, Maggie MacLure (British Educational Research Journal, Vol. 22, No.3 pp. 273-286), one of team of researchers, makes the disturbing point that universities are acting like vampires in sucking the life-blood of teacher-researchers (p.283).  You might like to read Tom Russell’s AERA 2001 paper (from the bottom of the Other Homepages section) where he analyses his own disappointment at working for many years to transform a pre-service education programme onto a base of ‘learning from experience’, only to find one year after the implementation of the innovation that it is stopped and moved back to a traditional programme.  As you continue with your educational enquiries and create your own living educational theories I do hope that you will find it possible to express, define and communicate the embodied knowledge and learning which is influencing the educational development of your students and the educational formation of your schools. Smile. Jack.

Here are the responses, which I hope reflect back to you the pleasure you have given me in reading the work of such a group of committed educators.
Karen Collins – Westwood St. Thomas - How can I effectively allow students to be more autonomous language learners through increasing their understanding of the linguistic structure of a language?

Karen – a most impressively presented portfolio. I enjoyed the discipline and clarity of your writing. I identified with your focus on student learning and your use of evidence to justify your claims that the ‘students have shown increased collaborative learning and confidence in their own ability. Their understanding of how a language is syntactically formed is more developed.’ Your thinking and rigorous use of evidence is consistent with the work of practitioner-researchers I am supervising for research degrees and I was delighted to receive this work as a first module assignment for a taught masters programme. Great. The way you broke down your question focused on data gathering and analysis and integrated ideas from the work of others suggest to me that might think of getting your work published – for example in the Ontario Action Researcher (OAR). I think you could submit your commentary to OAR electronically as it standards. I’ll send the url round to everyone in my general responses. If you decide to take your enquiry further, and I do urge you to do this, then you might focus on the relationship between the standards you use to show that learning has taken place and explaining your educative influence in supporting this learning.  I think that such an enquiry would make a significant contribution to educational knowledge.

Ruby Donlevy – St. Edmunds Girls School -How can I improve my teaching of ICT (Year 10 NVQ 2/3) through an approach that facilitates independent learning? How will I know if I am successful?
Ruby – A most thoughtful and enquiring start to your action research and portfolio assessment. I liked the way you set out your action plan, organised your appendices and reflected on your learning. I particularly identified with what you value as a highlight in your lessons: ‘when one girl shows or explains something to another, or myself, because she has mastered something to another, or myself, because she has mastered a new aspect and feels she is ready to share that with us.’  I share your concern about the importance of retaining a sense of professional integrity in the face of methods of assessment, which might undermine this integrity. I also support your point: ‘By examining what is going on in my classroom, I need to integrate my academic knowledge with what is happening and make a different to my students’ way of learning.

Anne Goodison – Westwood St. Thomas - How can I help to improve the learning and integration into mainstream lessons of pupils with literacy and significant EBD difficulties?

Am I managing the tensions in the most effective way within the limitations of an environment which has personal, social, political and economic constraints?

What do I currently do individually or in small groups that would help in transference of skills?

What part of my practice can I do better?

Anne – Many thanks for the care you have put into the presentation of your portfolio – I’ve just come back from conferences in Canada and America where the term professional educator is used widely – I felt your portfolio carried the care, dedication and professional abilities of a professional educator. Your commentary held my attention and I felt great relief when I read: ‘As it so happens, at the time of writing, my Case Study has had the best punctuality since March 2000, attended all my lessons already identified and appears less anxious. Time will tell! But will carry on monitoring and reviewing the situation’.
There are a couple of points you might give some thought to. The first is in your recommendations where you make statements such as ‘All staff and students should use…’ and ‘All staff would benefit…’  You might question your move from a study of a singularity or particular, to making general assertions about what ‘all should use’. I’d also focus on your idea of using a ‘control group’ to help your study of individual cases. The idea of using a control group is usually associated with investigations where we can isolate the effects of one ‘variable’ which influences behaviour, from another. This kind of experimental design has been very successful in agriculture and botany where the ‘variables’ can be controlled. It is much more difficult to do in educational contexts where relationships tend to me much more ‘intentional’ than ‘causal’ (as in the physical sciences). 

Kate Hosey - Westwood St. Thomas - How can I motivate low ability boys in year 10?

Kate – I do think there is an important area for further investigation in your point that “… the one-to-one interviews with the students were the most effective form of motivating the students to behave and work in class.”

I also think your use of the video is worth developing. I liked your commentary and the visual records might give you an opportunity to share your understanding of the educational values you embody in your practice and which influence your own educational practices and your students’ learning. I also enjoyed Gary’s comments on English!

I was most impressed with the focus on role of the pupils’ self-evaluations in helping them to improve their learning. I liked the ‘Where am I now’ and the Pupil Progress – Self Assessment. I also liked the way you encouraged colleagues to give you their perceptions of pupils in their tutor groups.

Helen Morris – Fisherton Manor Middle School – How can I increase the learning in my lessons by using pupil feedback?

I really appreciated your conclusion that your research had enabled you to accept critical and constructive feedback from your pupils. I also enjoyed the Feedback Comments – Peer Teaching (Actual Quotes) Very interesting responses to the question ‘Sometimes my teacher lets me choose what work to do’ in Maths, in Literacy and Humanities and in the More Able Maths group. I was wondering about developing your enquiry further in relation to the use of this feedback. Enquiry learning is an area, which has fascinated me for years, and I am still committed to it in my supervision of research degrees. I do think you could make a most significant contribution to educational knowledge by showing how pupil feedback could be used to stimulate their creativity and enquiry learning. Smile.
Margaret Parks – Fisherton Manor Middle School - How can I help pupils with special educational needs in mathematics?

I found that your writing captivated my imagination and I felt in the presence of an enquiring mind. I particularly liked your section on ‘What we know and what we don’t know’. I do agree that there is a lot more work to do in terms of diagnosis and research. I wondered if some of this research might develop from your Teacher Checklist and pupils’ responses in Appendix 5. One of the areas of weakness in much educational research is that it fails to explain the educative influence of a teacher over time in helping students to improve their learning. This might be something you would like to develop. 

Mark Potts - Westwood St. Thomas - How do I help teachers to reflect on the effectiveness of their teaching in relation to student learning, so as to shape future action to improve the quality of learning?

A most stimulating read; clear and well organised. I do agree that the evidence from the questionnaires, discussions and interviews show that you have helped teaching colleagues to reflect on the effectiveness of their teaching in relation to student learning, so as to shape future action to improve the quality of learning. I also would like to support your developing use of the visual records to record and explain the educative influence of teachers and the school on helping pupils to improve their learning. 

Viv Powell – Corsham School - Exclusion for real Inclusion.

Those OFSTED judgements were very encouraging on the Learning Support provision in terms of the daily routines, running smoothly, particular needs being meet and exemplary documentation.  I also enjoyed the clarity of communication in your report and the Draft 1 of the Corsham School Special Educational Needs Inclusion Policy. Great. I also appreciated the way in which you integrated action enquiry cycles of expressing concerns, working on action plans, acting and evaluating your effectiveness. As you develop your enquiries, it might help your readers to better understand your professional learning, if you would make your learning processes more explicit. What I have got in mind is some engagement with ideas from other teacher-researchers that have explicitly integrated action research literature within their accounts.

Simon Riding - Westwood St. Thomas - How can I motivate a group of borderline 5 A*-C students has been created to improve their chances of gaining 5 A*-C grades at GCSE over a short period of time using a variety of teaching and learning strategies?

Loved your beginning – ‘And so I wondered…..’ Enjoyed the quality of your disciplined reflections and excellent use of footnotes to explain your thinking.  Your portfolio inspired me. I felt that I was in the presence of a most caring and enthusiastic educator who really understood how to relate to pupils in a way which valued their responses as part of the learning process.  I enjoyed your critical evaluations in your journal, for instance in your response to audio evidence, your feedback from the observation sheets and in your response to video evidence. From my own experience I could identify with your: Watching over this video clearly highlighted to me how much I miss during a session.  As I read your portfolio I wondered whether you might be more appropriately registered from a research degree. This might be worth thinking about.

Jayne Stillman - Westwood St. Thomas - How can I help to increase the capacity for creativity through the introduction of an artist in residence into the art department?
A most impressive, beautifully presented portfolio of a curriculum innovation with an artist in residence. It resonated with my aesthetic values and filled me with the pleasure of being in the presence of a professional education. Many thanks.  I do agree with you that the photographic evidence of the creativity on the community days is a valuable action research tool to show the activities and the results. Let me urge you to continue to develop your ways of explaining your professional learning and educative influence using visual records.  I also liked the way you integrated your readings into your text and asked ‘what else can I do to raise creativity?’  

Paul Taylor -Westwood St. Thomas - Can the use of alternative computer operating systems and the ethos that surrounds ‘free software’ help students to grasp the fundamentals of critical reflection and apply it to their general strategies?
Paul – I share your commitment to democratic values and to helping students to critically evaluate information they receive. At some point I would like to see your regular critical notebook, but quite understand that you are continuing to use this. I appreciated the inclusion of the reponses to Questions about Computers, Using Linux in the Classroom, Lesson Planning Sheets and a student’s Linux Log Book. I also appreciated your use of footnotes to refer me to your Appendices and references. I think other readers might benefit from a little more explanation of the difference between the Linux operating system and Windows. I owe my own understanding to my son, Jonathan, who is a computer scientist and equally enthusiastic about the possibilities of Linux. 

Mark Wilbraham  - Westwood St. Thomas School - Using the Theory of Multiple Intelligences to Improve Learning in Science.
I liked your initial point – ‘ I find it difficult to get to grips with labelling a set of strengths under one heading when a person can have strengths in several of the different areas. Hopefully, as I work through this project and learn more about the issues, I will build a clearer picture for myself’.  I could see how, through the construction of your portfolio this clearer picture emerged. I liked the way you clarified your ideas on Multiple Intelligences, drawing on the work of Howard Gardner. I also like your focus in Task B of finding your pupils’ learning strengths and trying a variety of activities in order to improve the learning. I also appreciated the evidence in your portfolio, which showed your engagement with the NPQH documents and your imagination at work in extending the range of learning opportunities for your pupils.

Jack Whitehead, 24th April, 2001.

