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DEVELOPMENT Puz71 E:
leacher Study Groups
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ne of the challenges tha
continues to face the Sev-
enth-day Adventist educa-
tional system is providing
practical. meaninglul, on-
going staff development.
Why has the teaching
strategy that cveryone was excited
about at the beginning of the year faded
from use by the end of the year? Have
we become so jaded by the idea that
what we have always done is the only
way—iand the right way, at that? How
can we guarantee that teachers will
practice new classroom strategies
throughout the school year, not just dur-
ing the few weeks immediately after the
initial training?

Until recently, educational adminis-
trators have not been able 1o ensure that
staft development was directly related
o classroom change. Given the vast
number of demands for reform, resruc-
turing, and school improvement, find-
ing an effective approach to staff devel-
opment is vital for change to occur,
Teacher study groups (see the sidebar,
[nnovation Configuration, on page 27
for an operational definition) can be the
missing piece of the staff-development
puzzle.

The authors have been studying,'
wnting about” and vsing teacher study
groups in their work for several vears,
These groups have been meeting as an
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integral part of the staff-development
program in the Carolina Conference of
Seventh-day Adventists church school
system for four years, as well as for
eight years in a large public school sys-
tem with which the authors have stud-
ied and worked.

What we have discovered is exciting
and potentially helpful to teachers
everywhere. Because of the support
and sharing that goes on in study
groups, teachers continue to regularly
use the strategies that they first leamned
some four to cight years earlier,

Why Do Study Groups Work?

Teacher study groups have become a
powerful part of the staff-development
process because they help teachers and
administralors meet many of their per-
sonal and social needs, as well as their
professional ones. Study groups create
an environment, a struciure, in which
teachers build their own leaming com-
munities, practice cooperation, and es-
tablish a new culture thal sustains
change. Those “Three C8"—commu-
nity, cooperation, and culture—are con-
cepts, or recarring themes, that explain
the successes we have seen and heard
in visiting teacher study groups, both in
public and Seventh-day Adventist
schods,

A commenity is a group of people
who held a common goal, and typically
live or work together. The members of
the group must, at the very least, com-
municate regularly with one another,
Coaperation indicales a sharing, trust-
ing, we-are-all-in-this-together attilude
toward other group members, And cul-
ture is the glue that holds the commu-




nity together. It is, in the words of one
teacher, the “way we do things around
here.” It retlects the written and un-
written rules that establish the norms
for how community members act fo-
ward one another.

Mot Just Another Educational Fad

The need for and the power of the
small group has 4 strong research and
theoretical base. The extensive writ-
ings of John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jacob
Moreno, and Morton Deutsch have pro-
vided the formal academic foundations.
Muore recently, David and Roger Juhn-
son,' Robert Slavin,® and others” have
applied these ideas 1o education and
have conducted research on their own,
To Seventh-day Adventists, the small-
group concept should not sound for-
eign. The Bible is full of examples of
the power of the use of small groups:
Jesus and His disciples, and Paul and
his companions are just two, And Ellen
White made this clear comment about
churches;

The formuarion of small companies as
a sy of Christicn effort is a plan that
has been presented before me by One
whe cannet err. If there £5 a large num-

Study groups are
providing the so-
cial system that
enables teachers to
sustain long-term

change.
e R

ber in the church, let the members be
Sformed it smmall conpanies, io Wor
net enly for the church members bur for
unbelievers also.”

This principle can also apply w our
schools.

[ o presentation al the 1993 annual
meeting of the American Educational
Research Association,” Short presented
comments from public school teachers
indicating that the most valued aspect
of teacher study groaps was the cre-
ation of a stronger sense of community
within a particular school. Teachers

Fhyllis Knight, a member of the Greenvile, South Caraling, taacher study group, leads out in 8 cooparative actuly,

discossed the isolaiion that they experi-
enced in their work, their lack of
knowledge about other teachers” beliets
and practices, and the lack of trust be-
tween teachers, supporting the similar
findings that Lortie® had made several
years earlier: Brantley” reported similar
findings among Seventh-day Adventist
teachers.

Teachers React to Study Groups

Through study groups, teachers de-
velop personal and professional rela-
tionships that give them a sense of com-
munity. According o wachers,

= Study groups “help teachers get o
know each other so thal the sharing of
ideas and materials is easier.”

= Study groups provide “a healthy
working environment because you
come in contact with other individuals
vour would not normally come inte con-
tact with.”

* “[Because] we share information,
there is a sense of cohesivencss that
would otherwise not exist.™"

Several teachers also commented on
how helpful it was to listen to other
teachers with similar problems and to
exchange feelings about lessons and
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A Cariling Conference teacher sludy group makes 2 presentation on Ellen Whils's first wision,

their effectiveness or failures," As a re-
sull, after taking part in a study group,
leachers felt more comfortable and
gained new friends, while the experi-
ence “made communication with each
other easier,”™

= One teacher shared this thought:
“Many questions that firsi-time teachers
may have are aired withoul fear and in
a congenial atmosphere.™

= Another explained, “All teachers
leel refaxed and comfortable about
sharing ideas. ™"

= Another teacher states: “[Belonging
ter a study group] creates a bond with
other teachers. | do not fecl so isolated
from the rest of the teachers” She be-
lieves that is especially important be-
cause “teachers have so little support.™

» Another teacher said, “[The study
group] has helped me. 1 feel better
about mysell. . .. We feel good about
ourselves because we can feel free to
go to each other to solve problems. . .
Now we are more empowered to make
decisions. ™"

This sense of community has be-
come 50 important to some teachers in
the Carolina Conference that they travel
an hour and a half one way to attend the
maonthly four- to six-hour meetings.

Why Do Teachers Like Study

Groups?
Let’s use a real-life example 10 an-
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swer that question, The superintendent
of the Carolina Conference, Gorden
Klocka, has provided an environment
that encourages collaborative cfforts,
For example, he has asked each school
hoard 1o allow teachers time to meet
during the school day. He has also sup-
ported the associate superintendent in
organizing the teachers into groups of
four to six.

The study groups have one comman
long-term focus—to implement instruc-
tional innovations that increase student
achievement, At this time, becanse of
this focus and the superintendent’s sup-
port, almost every teacher in the Car-
olina Conference has joined one of the
L1 study groups that meet regularly
throughout the arca.

But as we stated carlier, study groups
address more than professional needs;
they fulfill personal and social ones as
well. Psychologist Abraham Maslow"
believes that we are motivated by the
drive to fulfill certain needs. Being
sure of our survival and physical safety
constitule the most essential needs, and,
for most of us, the ones most easily
met. Onee these basic needs are met,
however, we strive to fulfill cur social
needs for love, belonging, and self-gs-
teem. Study groups provide a venue for
these needs to be met.

William Glasser' gives additional in-
sight to the power of teacher study

groups. He asserts that evervone shares
five hasic psyvchalogical needs: the
need for love, belonging. power, free-
dom, and fun.  Glasser’s theory, as we
can readily see. is compatible with
Maslow s,

According to M. Scott Peck, our en-
tire society is made up of lonely people.
One of the antidotes Peck prescribes for
this loneliness is the ability 1o share
freely what we have in common: *“‘our
weaknesses, our incompleteness, our
imperfections, our inadequacy . . . our
lack of self-sufficiency.™ Most people
will not speak freely. however, unless
they feel safe. He goes on to say that
it takes a great deal of work for a
group of strangers o achicve the safery
of true community,” vet “once a group
has achieved community. the single
most common thing members express
is: ‘l'feel safe here.'™™®

Study groups are the ideal environ-
ment in which teachers can feel psycho-
logically sate. In an atmosphere where
collegiality not only flourishes but alzo
inspires feelings of belonging, love, and
fun, teachers can express their hopes,
reservations, and failures with caring,
empathetic colleagues. They become
better acquainted, closer friends, and
more aware of other teachers’ points of
view. And the resulting self-esteem,
power. and [reedom extend beyond the
group sefting us the teachers become
recognized experts in their field. Car-
olina teachers, for example, have
become the main presenters at staff-de-
velopment programs, Pathfinder-leader-
ship conventions, and teachers’ conven-
tions in and out of state. Indeed, in
F9935, weachers from study groups and
the associate superintendent who orga-
nized and maintained them presented
four of the five racks of the four-day
Carolina Conference teachers’ conven-
tion. Educators whao attended the con-
vention gave it top marks.

Cooperation or Competition

With all the self-esteem and power
developed by teachers in study groups,
some have worried that a spirit of com-
petition might be fostered. However,
this is where the second salient fea-
lure—cooperation—comes into play.



Rather than fostering competition,
study groups provide the structure nec-
essary for learning, practicing, and ex-
periencing cooperation.

The theme of cooperation in human
cndeavors is mentioned early in written
history. We read in the Bible. for exam-
pli, that

Two are better than one, because
they eve a pond return for their work:
Ifone falls down, his frievd can help

frim wp! o0 Alseyif twe lie down to-
gether they will keep warnt.  But how
e ane keep warm alone? Thowgh one
may e overpowered, tweecan defend
themselves. A cord of three strands is
ne easily broken (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12,
NEV).

The Johnson brothers. in their review
of the rescarch of cooperative. competi-
tive, and individualistic learning, ob-
servedd the following phenomenon:

Working fogether to achieve a com-
mon goal produces hizher achievement
and greater productiviey than does
working afone is so well confirmed by
ser el research that it stands ay one
af the strongest principles of social and
arganizarional psvehology.?

If the process works with students. it
should work with adults as well. More
importantly, perhaps, is the fact that
when teachers model expected behav-

STUDY GROUP INNOVATION
CONFIGURATION CHECKLIST

Component 4

a. The innovation is focused on in-
struction, which resulls inincreased
student achievement.

b. The innovation is focused on in-
structional-related activities such as
policies and management concerns.

¢. Tha focus does not include inno-
vation.

Component 5

a. Specific times are regularly
scheduled for study groups to meet
during the school day.

b. Meetings are regularly scheduled

ways completed.
¢. There are no assignments given,

Component 8 :
a. Administrative personnel partici-
pate in study groups.
k. Administrative personnel are not
diractly involved but are suppartive.
c. Administrative personnel are nei-
ther involved nor supportive,

Component 10

a. Work climate includes modeling,
demonstrations, practice, feedback
and coaching, with an emphasis on
student results.

ing. Some teacher study groups meet
| bi-weeakly for two hours, and others

| & weel for an hour or more. (There

ol raiing and olow-up e
. There is no niti irg

Component 13
&. Teacher study groups meet once

can be variations in weskly schedul-

meet once a month for four hours.)
b. Teacher study groups meet less
tham an hour a week.
. Thers is no formally scheduled
meeting time.

Moie: Component variations (a) arg ideal
Companent variakons (b} are acceptabls.
Component variations () are unacesnt-
able,
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ior, this facilitates student learning. In
his book, No Contest: The Case
Apainst Competition, Kohn makes ex-
tensive use of previous research to pre-
sent a clear argument against competi-
tion. He refers to competition as the
“number-one obsession” and the “com-
mon denominator of Amercan life,”
Typically, competition. not cooperation,
is modeled at school, on the play-
ground, at work, and at home. Kohn
concludes that “the message that com-
pctition is appropriate, desirable, re-
quired, and even unavoidable is
drummed into us from nursery school
[through] graduate sehool; it is the sub-
text of every lesson.™ It is not surpris-
ing, then, that teachers who have grown
up in a competitive environment have a
hard time implementing cooperation.

The siudy-team framework is an
ideal place for teachers 1o acquire coop-
erative teaching skills and strategies.
Members reported that through study
groups they had leamed “how o work
cooperatively as a team to improve the
warkplace.”™ One teacher described it
this way: “Teachers who work together
as a team lend o establish a better rap-
port among each other and oftentimes
leam from each other,™ including the
learmning of negotiation skills that are
essential to working together.™

By participating in study groups,
teachers become more open o sugges-
tions, more willing to share ideas, and
more patient with one another. As
Kohn™ states, cooperation builds
bridges and fosters positive relation-
ships. The cooperative group structure
opens up lines of communication
among teachers and among teachers
and administrators. And as teachers
and administrators think, practice. and
learn together (cooperate)., they gain the
confidence and vision necessary Lo ¢re-
ale a self-renewing organization in
which school becomes a learning com-
munity for everyone.

How to Achieve Lasting Change
Some scholars believe that one of the
reasons why lasting change has not oc¢-
curred in education is because innova-
tions have seldom affected the basic
culture of schools. ™ In our observa-
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tions of teacher study groups, we have
been intrigued by the willingness of
teachers to meet in the middle of school
hallways, in busy libraries, and in other
unlikely places, They are willing to
drive long distances (o meet with col-
leagues, What was even more remark-
able was the fullillment and accom-
plishment that teachers felt after the
sessions ended.

As we continued o observe, we
came (o realize that this atmosphere ex-
igted becavse a subculture had been de-
veloped that promoted collegiality and
simultaneously provided an environ-
ment in which basic human needs wers
met. Mew rules had been established,
so making an admission like T don’t
understand; will you help me?” became
accepled, even expected. Teachers told
us that before they had participated in
study groups, they were hesitant 1o talk
to other teachers or to administrators
about their concerns and needs hecanse
they did not want to create the impres-
sion that they could not handle their
jobs. As one teacher pat it, *Prior to
[participating in study groups|, you felt
like you were the only one with prob-
lems and were afraid to let people know
that you had them.™™

Conclusion

Thankfully, the norms are changing.
Study groups are providing the social
system that enables teachers 1o sustain
long-term change. These groups tuly
have become the missing picce of the
staff-development puzzle, &
D Risa Henviguer-Roark is Associate Su-
perintendent of Edwcation for the Caroling
Conference of Seventh-dav Adventists in
Charlatte, Morth Caraling, Dy William H.
Grreen ix Professor of Teacher Edvcarion
and Chair of the Depariment of Teaching
and Learming af Andvews Universiny,
Berrien Springs, Michigan,
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