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Teacher development: Some principles in practice

Julian Edge, University of Manchester

This is neither a written paper to be published, nor a word-for-word text for reading aloud at the conference (a horrible practice that I hope is dying out).  It is the draft text that I wrote before the conference and used as the basis for my talk. I pass it on simply for what it is worth and as a reminder of how much I enjoyed the event itself.

Damas y caballeros, colegas, hermanos y hermanas,

Es un gran honor para mí haber sido invitado a hablar con ustedes aqui en Colombia la hermosa, y quiero comenzar agradeciendo a quienes me extendieron la invitación, a OUP por haber hecho esto posible, y por la generosa hospitalidad que me brindaron.

Gracias a todos ustedes también por estar aquí hoy conmigo en esta última hora de la congresa.

Lamentablemente, hasta aquí llega mi dominio del español, a pesar de haber tenido la ayuda de una experta. Es por eso que tendré que continuar en inglés.

I came here with some things that I wanted to say, but I also came here wanting to listen and see what I could learn. Ideally, I wanted to be able to relate some of my prepared statements to what I was hearing here, so that, on that common ground,  I might try to say something that could be useful to you, and also go away slightly changed myself by the experience of trying to make that connection between us.

Built into that previous statement are two ideas that I find central to my thinking these days. First, that the best part of our knowledge is something that arises from our experience, as long as we are prepared to do the work required to turn that experience into knowledge. Second, and I take this also directly from John Dewey, what I mean by ‘experience’ here, is something more that just the general happenstance of getting by. What I mean by ‘experience’ is a two-way interaction between what Dewey called  trying and undergoing — and which I think of as shaping and being shaped.  I reach out to try to do something, and what I do has its effect, in  turn, on me — I undergo change. I shape my environment in a certain way, and that changed environment reaches back to shape me. When we work consciously not only to try, not only to shape, but also to work on our awareness of what we have undergone, how we are being shaped, then we engage as active, mindful agents in our own development.  

Trying and undergoing, shaping and being shaped, engaging as an active, mindful agent in my own development — these are the things that continue to motivate me as a TESOL professional just as much as they have always done since I first found myself working in the field as a volunteer teacher in Jordan in1969. Then, of course, I wouldn’t have put it like that, nor did I know what a long, strange trip it was going to be, but I was already hooked. I know that I am talking now to an audience who share some of that excitement and some of that motivation, otherwise you would not be here and I would not have been hearing so many reports of trying and undergoing over the last couple of days.

As you may have seen from the website, I have come along with a series of statements of principle. And as you can see from the screen, I claim that I will relate them to practice. A fair question would be, 

“Whose practice, Julian?” 

I suggest that a fair response is, 

“Well, I can’t relate them to your practice, can I?  That would be a ridiculous claim for me to make, and a doomed expectation for you to have, so we had better forget about it.”

Only you can relate something to your practice, and that is the challenge for you over the next forty minutes or so. If I may say a little more about that challenge, I suggest that it comes at various levels of difficulty. 

· At Level 1, you can evaluate what I say as right or wrong, useful or not useful.

· At Level 2, you can ask yourself the rather more difficult question, ‘What can I learn from this, taking into account what I already know?’

· At Level 3, you can answer the question, ‘If I was going to say something useful in this area, what exactly would it be?’

· At Level 4, you can answer the question, ‘So what? What am I going to do?’

The challenge to me is to speak only of things that I know to be practical under some circumstances while encouraging you to consider the extent to which they seem possible in your particular situation. The possible, the practical and the particular. I take these three concepts from the work of Kumaravadivelu, who you heard speak here this morning, and I thank him for them. I find them endlessly useful.

OK, these are the things that I undertook to come here and say. These are some principles that I believe we need to realize in practice. Or, to put that another way, when we look at our practice, these are some principles that I hope to find embodied there.

1. Teacher development deserves support and rewards.

There is a proverb in English: Virtue is its own reward. Employers, school-owners and government officials, not to mention teacher educators and academics ,often seem to feel the same way about teacher development. To some extent, it can be true. Let me say right here under this first point something that comes right at the end of a teaching career. Teachers, when they retire, tend to fall into one of two camps (Michael Huberman). Either they are resentful, saying, “Well, look at all that work I did for all those years! And look at the way  things are today! I don’t know why I bothered!” Or they are reasonably satisfied, saying, “Well, I think I did some useful work there and  that was a reasonable way to spend a working life.” And the biggest single discriminator between those two outcomes is that that second group tend to be the teachers who were always tinkering with their teaching, always trying out something a bit different. Not involved in large-scale programs of change and innovation led from the top, not following a fixed method because it was supposed to be “the best way,” not sticking always to the textbook because it was official, or ignoring it because it 

was the textbook, but keeping an eye on what was happening and making small changes in order to see what difference it made. That seems like a good way through and a good way out. So, being a consciously developing teacher is, perhaps, its own reward.

But the developing teacher is also the greatest asset that any school can have. The developing teacher is alert to what is happening, keen to learn from it, and committed to motivated and motivating teaching. And in a world of increasingly commercial pressures, we need continually to point out to employers, ministries, administrators and others the extent to which the developing teacher is indeed an asset. And that asset is most likely to appreciate and be profitable if it is supported and rewarded. There are negotiations to be had. 

To some extent, being a developing teacher involves an attitude and an approach to teaching itself. But it also demands extra effort and extra time. How is this to be supported and rewarded? The answers will be different in each particular location, but the questions need to  be put in each particular location. Will there be dedicated, paid time in the teacher’s workload? Can timetables be adjusted? Can a room made available? Refreshments?  Can speakers be invited? Can attendance at conferences be funded? Can secretarial or administrative support be provided? If we are serious about this, then let’s be serious about this. Research and development is a serious aspect of any serious industry and the sort of research and development that any teaching institution needs is that which is carried out by its teachers.

Let’s move on.

2. If you want to support development, you can’t predict the outcomes.

When we talk about development, I think it’s useful to differentiate it from training or planned innovation. Let’s put it this way. My employer, the University of Manchester, is in the process of “upgrading” all our computers at work to use Word 2007. I can’t find half the functions that I’m used to using and, as I have to do a lot of work using Word, it’s driving me crazy. In the face of this, I don’t need development. I need training. I need someone to show me and tell me what to do and how to do it. Perhaps your employer also sometimes makes such demands on you. In that situation, the provision of training is simply good business sense.

What I mean by my development, however,  is when I identify an issue that I want to work on and find out about and improve my practice in. Or perhaps when someone else establishes a goal, but I am free to work out my own way of getting there. For example, I think that my colleagues and I  can improve the way in which we give feedback to our distance-learning master’s students. But it’s not that I know exactly what the destination is that I need to reach. I don’t have an end-goal specified for me to reach. I see this situation, and I see this challenge, and I think that it’s worth looking into. Perhaps there is something that you think that you might be able to improve with regard to how you teach your students. In formulaic terms, my thinking is that:

Development = Awareness + Direction

This raises one issue that we have to acknowledge before we go on.

3. A ‘learning-centred’ classroom must have space for the teacher to learn.

We often hear about how keen people are on “the learning-centred classroom.” Usually this means a focus on the learner and the learner’s needs, rather than on the language itself. Sometimes it means a focus on the helping the learner learn how to learn, rather than only on learning certain parts of the language.  But rarely does it mean acknowledging the idea that a truly learning-centred classroom will also insist on opportunities for the teacher to be learning, too. This makes particular demands on the teacher. 

Obviously, it means that the teacher doesn’t know everything. More than that, you don’t need to be a teacher who admits that she doesn’t know everything. You need to be the kind of teacher who insists that she doesn’t know everything. A teacher who gives confidence to her learners not by claiming to know everything, but through her attitude that we all have something to learn in this experience together. And once we have got ourselves into that frame of mind, we need to teach our learners to welcome it, and our employers, and perhaps our learners’ parents. Of course a great deal of our authority arises from what we already know, but the developing teacher draws even more authority from her commitment to be learning more, and this involves educating a whole society to realise this.

4. If it’s good for the teacher, it’s good for the learners.

OK, it depends on what you mean by “teacher.” What I mean by “teacher” is someone who helps others to learn. If that  person is doing things that are good for her or himself in that role, then they will also be good for his or her learners.

Keep in mind the safety drills that one always hears on aeroplanes. In the event of a loss of pressure in the cabin, oxygen masks will fall. If you want to help someone else, what should you do?  Put on your own oxygen mask first. That way, you will be in a position to help others. Remember the oxygen mask. The teacher who is receiving the oxygen of learning is best placed to support the learning of others. 

We are used to hearing about the fact that different learners have different ways of learning at their best, using different strategies about which they need to be aware and of which they need to have experience of. The same goes for teachers. They have different ways of teaching at their best, ways of which they need to be aware and of which need to have experience.  We are used to hearing about the need to support the autonomous learner. The same goes for the need to support the autonomous teacher. Sometimes perhaps I go too far. This is true. But this is not one of those times. It is worth realising and remembering, I think, that all of this work is also connected to the building and the sustaining of a society of autonomous, responsible citizens in a functioning democracy. So, how do we start?

5. Start with yourself: the personal is professional.

We need to see develop as an intransitive verb. People can train me and people can educate me, but no one can develop me. I develop. When I am teaching at my best, I may well be doing different things than you are doing when you are teaching at your best. What’s more, I need to start with myself because really, I am the only part of the situation over which I actually  have any control. 

One, just one, way to start is to make a list of things that get in your way. What might they be? 

The students don’t do their homework. 

The room I teach in is too noisy. 

The reading passages in the textbook are boring.

Make your own list. Think of one item now. What’s the first thing you can think of?

Now try changing that sentence so that it begins with “I”.

I can’t find a way to motivate the students to do the homeworks that I set them.

I can’t arrange to work in a different room.

I can’t provide more appropriate reading passages. 

Are those statements true?  Are they true despite my best efforts, or is there something that I might do about the situation? Either way, I have taken responsibility for what is going on, and taking responsibility is a large part of working on one’s development. Taking responsibility is a very large part of working on one’s autonomy, but one should not confuse autonomy with working on one’s own.

6. Work with a colleague: growth is social.

Learning to talk to someone you trust, or someone that you think you could come to trust, about what you do and why you do it is tremendously developmental, because putting something that you care about  into words makes you take very careful notice of what you are thinking and saying, and that can help you take your thinking and planning forward. Some of worked together yesterday on Cooperative Development, which is a formalised way of doing such work. But if that doesn’t appeal to you, then try more everyday conversation. The essential thing then, I think, is not to be embarrassed about saying why you do what you do. For the developing teacher, “It works,” or. “It doesn’t work,” is not the end of a conversation, it is the beginning. 

Beyond talking is visiting each other’s classes. I don’t say “observing.” Because observing brings with it so many bad memories of being assessed or somehow evaluated. I can ask you to visit my class so that you can see what I am trying to do. Afterwards, I can tell you what I thought about how it went and what I intend to do next. I want you to be there and to listen to me. I don’t need you to evaluate me. In such a simple way, you could help me to develop. Except that it’s not simple, of course. I will probably want to hear your opinions. You will probably want to tell me. We can also do that if we want to, but we don’t have to. If you invite someone to your home, you don’t expect them to criticise the pictures on your walls, but your relationship will be closer because there will be more shared knowledge of how things are where you live. Same with the classroom. And that will make it easier for us to talk about teaching and how we do things, without you evaluating my performance against some external model. 

7. If you have a problem, make it the topic.

This sounds SO obvious I know. But it is also the case that some issues hang around in the background getting in our way for ages as we go round the teaching cycle. And it is worth taking note that for a teacher, time is cyclical in an important way. It’s true that as time goes by we all get older and that 2010 will become 2011. But it’s also true that after this Level 3 class, there will be another Level 3 class and some of those old issues will come round again.  Why don’t Level 3 students do homework? Why do we each in that noisy room? Who exactly decided on that textbook? Perhaps we can learn something this time to help us next time. Who would it be useful to talk to about this topic? Your students? The administration? A colleague? The Director of Studies?

Taking another angle,  many issues are not a question of fact, but a question of perspective. Let’s imagine that I, as a person who likes to start things on time and finish things on time, was working in a country and a culture where people had a different relationship to time. From my perspective, punctuality is a question of mutual respect and politeness. If we have agreed  a time to start, then not to be there is a sign of selfish disrespect for others and the time that they are wasting waiting for you to turn up, as though you consider yourself more important than anyone else. From another perspective, people might be thinking, ‘Wow, that Julian Edge, he is SO uptight and regimented, He should be in the army or something. He has no respect for people’s individual situations. It’s all about him and his timings and blah blah blah.’ We could go on like this for years. Indeed some people do. But it would probably be much more profitable to make this a topic to talk about and to agree a way ahead that went some way towards meeting our various needs. It is possible to see each problem as what some people now call an affordance, in the sense that it is a part of your environment that affords you an opportunity to grow.

And an affordance, of course, does not necessarily have to be problem-oriented.

8. Plants grow towards the light.

There is an approach to teaching with the rather off-putting name, Appreciative pedagogy. And in that approach, they have the even more off-putting central idea that they call, the heliocentric principle.  But don’t let those terms put you off. Google them. In more accessible terms, the heliocentric principle mean this: Plants grow towards the light. And what that means is that we can develop at least equally well by working towards our aspirations, rather than seeking to solve our problems. In fact, there is well-established evidence in industrial research that if you ask people to make a list of what problems they have at work, and later ask them to make a list of what would make them happier at work, the two lists do not overlap too much. If people feel that they are doing useful, fulfilling work, they don’t mind putting up with a few problems here and there. But solving the problems that they have, that doesn’t make their work seem useful and satisfying. So, the idea here is that you think about an area of your work that interests you, and you imagine how it would be if everything were possible and the situation ideal, and you make your notes on that. Then you look carefully at how things are in your particular situation, and you make your notes on that. Then you start to work out a plan to see in which ways, and to what extent, you can work towards that ideal state. You may not get there, but you will be growing towards the light.

9. Communicate the particular.

Notice that insistence on the particular again, and growing from it. And notice how far away we have come from any idea of learning theories and applying them. Our focus is consistently on exploring the way things actually are where we live, on articulating our understanding so that we are clear about what we think, and on deciding what to do next. It is very difficult to take even a first step in a developmental direction if you don’t know where you are. It is rarely likely to be useful to change what you do if you don’t know what you do. And sometimes, and sometimes quite often, what we think we do is not exactly what we do do. Which gives one (just one example) of a possibly very useful place to start.

You could make a recording of one of your classes, or a part of one. Video is wonderful, but often difficult to arrange and disruptive unless the class is used to it. Make an audio recording. It will not be perfect, but if you listen to it soon afterwards, you will be able to fill in the blanks. Just listen, and you will notice something interesting about your teaching. You will have an idea or two about something that you might do differently. Choose an interesting section and listen to it with a colleague.  Talk about what you find interesting. Depending on the learners you work with, listen to part of the tape with them, or one of them, and see what they think is going on. Here’s a quotation from one teacher who did this:

I did not expect that much would emerge from discussing the tape and my interpretation of it with my student. However, his explanation and justification of why  he interrupted me so loudly at one point illuminated something about his classroom performance which influences to his detriment the way teachers think about him and is possibly a hindrance to his progress. From this emerged something I can follow up with him in the future. (Richard Paiaraudeau)

This is what teacher development means. It depends on each of us, alone and together, taking responsibility for finding out just what it is that we do now, and for deciding what the next step is going to be. The key to development is not to be found in some external model to copy. The key to development is believing that the best way for me to teach is exactly the way that I do teach, as long as I remain committed to the principle and to the practices of raising my awareness of what it is that I do, exploring alternatives, and looking to grow through my work.

10. None of this is necessary.

I have to finish with this. It is a question of honour, even though I risk being misunderstood. I hope that no one will doubt my commitment to this kind of work, or to this way of being a teacher. But I do not see the work involved in being a self-developing teacher as a necessary part of the definition of what a teacher is. I defend the right of the person who knows his or her subject, who turns up to work reliably, who cares about his or her learners, and who teaches the material stipulated in a methodical way that allows students to learn according to their abilities and score appropriate marks on their tests, to say, I am a teacher. All that other stuff is extra. 

Let me tell you about my brother-in-law. He teaches geography and German in a secondary school in Germany. Every year he gets good feedback from his classes and good assessments from his Headteacher. His students do well in their exams and he is popular with his colleagues. He says, ‘I enjoy teaching. It’s a good job. I start early and I’m home for lunch. The only thing I don’t like about it is those colleagues who are always going on about meeting for continuing development and all that nonsense.’  My brother-in-law is surrounded by mountains. In the summer he climbs up them, in the winter he skis down them, and whenever possible he para-glides off them. That is where he finds his continuing development. Good luck to him, say I.

If we make the extra effort of self-development a part of what it means to be a teacher, then, in the words of the old English saying, we make a rod for our own backs, and open ourselves up to increasing demands on our time and energy. With regard to my first principle, we take away the right to request support and reward, because we say that this the sort of thing that we have to do anyway, otherwise, we are not teachers. 

No, I do not see this work as necessary in order to be a teacher. I see it as available. I see my job as trying to show teachers how it can be available, so that they can decide to what extent they want to choose to take part in it.

So, here we are, back at Number 1.

As I said earlier, I have tried to talk about what is practical under some circumstances. Only you can decide what is possible in your particular context. Apart from what you have learned during this convention and the  new ideas that you will take away with you, I invite you to  take away some questions. Or perhaps just one. One that is of particular relevance to you. One that will help you take a next step. Your next step, not anyone else’s. Here are some possibilities to choose from:

Teacher development deserves support and rewards.

What kind of support and/or reward do I want for my professional development? 

Who is in a position to give me that support and/or reward?

What can I do to make such support and reward more likely?

If you want to support development, you can’t predict the outcomes.

To what extent is my development work actually training?

Which part of my teaching would I, personally, most like to find out more about?

A ‘learning-centred’ classroom must have space for the teacher to learn.

How do my colleagues, employers, students, parents of students feel about a learning teacher — a teacher who doesn’t have all the answers?

Would any of them be interested in learning something with me?

How could I find out without losing face or causing problems?

If it’s good for the teacher, it’s good for the learners.

What is my personal oxygen mask? Which part of my job, or my life outside teaching, do turn to when things turn ugly?

When do I feel  at my best as a teacher?

How can I get more of that?

Start with yourself: the personal is professional.

What are my particular strengths and abilities outside teaching?

Who could tell me?

Do I consciously use those strengths and abilities in my teaching?

Which are my best classes? What is it that I do there? What can I learn from that?

Work with a colleague: growth is social.

Who might be interested in finding out  with me how we do actually teach?

Who would I trust enough to talk to honestly, without judging them or feeling that they are judging me?

How could I suggest that  we try?

If you have a problem, make it the topic.

Is there something that comes round regularly that I just put up with?

Is that just me, or do others feel the same way?

How can I/we get a handle on what is really going on?

Is it a problem, or really just a part of the situation?

Can I change things, or do I need to change myself?

Plants grow towards the light.

With regard to one particular issue, how would I like things to be? 

How can I move in that direction?

Do others agree?  Do we have a shared vision of the ideal?

Communicate the particular.

What is particular about me-in-my-context?

How can I find that out? 

How can I express what I learn? Who to?

When I am clear about that, how can I check my understanding with that of others?

None of this is necessary.

How interested am I in making the extra effort involved?

What would be a first step?

Just two more points to finish with. First, please, don’t allow yourself to say, “Oh that’s OK in principle, but it’s no good in practice.” If something is no good in practice, then it’s no good in principle, either. The question is, what is good in practice and, when you know that, what principle arises from it? The choice is yours, whether to live only in the frustrating and partially discredited world of ‘theory and application’, or to live some of the time in the world of exploration and articulation.

But you know this, or you wouldn’t be here. The challenge is to keep on with it. To keep on relating principles to practice, and even more importantly, to keep on forging principles from practice as you go back to work, by collaborating with each other in the days and weeks and months and years ahead, and by communicating to each other about the trying and the undergoing and how you make sense of it. And all this in the knowledge that, in the words of Antonio Machado,

Caminante, no hay camino.

Se hace camino al andar.

Muchas gracias.
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