Unit 1: Beginning history teachers' development: understanding progression in learning to teach history

Outline of this unit

This unit looks at four key issues associated with the development of beginning teachers:

1.1 The shape of trainees learning over the year

1.2 What contributes to their learning

1.3 The place of individual agendas within a common programme for all trainees

1.4 Problems they may have during the year

There are questions at the end of each section. Each of these is linked to an activity and a resource which will help you to explore further that particular issue. 

1.1  The shape of trainees' learning

Imagine a living graph of a trainee's development through the PGCE year: what might it look like? There's no doubt that it would have its high points (that great lesson with Y8, the first day back in the university), its low points (Y9, just after changing schools, last lesson with that lovely Y10 group), its plateaux (after several weeks in school and towards the end of the year). 

But in any group of trainees it is likely that their graphs would all look rather different. 

To begin with they would start at different points. Some will come to the course with significant teaching experience, some will have worked with difficult youngsters on camp, others will be parents, some will have first class degrees in history, others will have been taught by inspirational teachers, some will have successfully pursued other careers. Whilst they will all –  if we have done our selection right (link to unit 3) – be keen to learn and to become effective history teachers, what this will mean for each of them will vary. 

They will have their own distinctive concerns and aspirations, their own philosophies of history and beliefs about why it is worth learning. They will have their own models of what makes an effective teacher, their own preferred ways of learning, and very different visions of what sort of history teacher they want to be. Some will be highly skilled in social interaction, others will find it hard to project themselves to a group of 30+. Some will know what it means to 'be professional', others will have yet to learn this. Given the diverse nature of all that they bring with them, it is not surprising that their learning 'curves' will look different. (link to unit 2).Whilst all will need to meet the Standards for the Award of Qualified Teacher Status (link to TTA site and Standards), and any additional PGCE course requirements (link to unit 3), their routes towards these will vary considerably.

There have been many research studies exploring the processes of learning to teach and several of these have suggested that there are clearly identifiable stages in this process. Possibly the most well known of these models was developed by Fuller and Bown (1975) (link to references resource) who identified three stages: survival, mastery and then either routinisation and resistance to change or concern with the impact of change. These stages are linked to an initial concern for self, followed by a concern for tasks and situations and then, finally, a concern for students.  

Other research though suggests that these simple models may not do justice to the complexity and diversity of trainees' development. Even the authors of one such model remind us that each student's learning is 'complex, erratic and in one sense unique to them as an individual' (Furlong and Maynard, 1995:70). (link to references resource)
Whilst it seems likely that simple models are unlikely to capture the complexity and diversity of each individual's development, there are generalisations that we can make: 
· Although beginners are undoubtedly concerned about their learners from the outset, they are often pre-occupied by themselves and their own performance in the early stages. 

· Concerns about classroom management and control are often dominant. 

· Fitting in and 'passing' are real pre-occupations and unless they are assured of their progress, taking risks in their teaching is very hard for trainees. 

· There is likely to be a large gap between what trainees can think about to do with their teaching and what they can actually attend to in the classroom: just because their lesson does not go well, this does not mean that they didn't give it a great deal of very sophisticated thought. 

· There are also likely to be large differences in the degrees of fluency in all they do in the classroom: they will progress at different rates in relation to different aspects of teaching. 

Professional growth, then, like teaching itself, is complex and multidimensional: it involves change in knowledge, beliefs and skills. It involves learning about teaching, learning to teach and learning to be a teacher. The shape of it for any individual will be profoundly affected by the opportunities we offer but perhaps most of all by what that individual brings with them to our programme. (link to unit 2)

Key questions 
1.1.1
What should you expect at different times of the year? (link to activity 1.1.1 and resource 1.1.1)

1.1.2
When will trainees be ready to construct a scheme of work? (link to activity 1.1.2 and resource 1.1.2)
1.2  What contributes to trainee's learning?

We know that schools, and teachers, make a difference to the learning of children. So too does what and how they are taught. The same is true for trainee teachers. The nature of the programme that we offer, the opportunities we provide and how we support, challenge and interact with our trainees will all make a difference. 

Trainees need to learn in two rather different contexts: school and university. They need to learn from a range of sources: 

· from us, 

· from each other, 

· from their mentors and other teachers with whom they work, 

· from their own practice, 

· from the pupils, 

· from the research and professional literature. 

They will learn from these various sources in diverse ways: 

· by talking, 

· by observing, 

· by trying out ideas and practices, 

· by reflecting, 
· by reading. 
Some of these ways of learning will be familiar to them – reading for example – but they will nonetheless be learning from it in a rather different way now. Others, such as learning from the observation of experts or learning from their own practice, may be entirely new to them. 

Our role is to:

· consider what can be learned through different routes and plan for this, 

· co-ordinate these learning experiences and 

· induct them into these ways of learning. 

We need to consider what sorts of things can be learned outside of classrooms – in the university, for example – and what can only be learned in the classroom. We need to help them to relate what they learn with us to what they will learn in school. We need to work with mentors both to ensure that the prime site for their learning – school – is as productive as possible but also to ensure that mentors appreciate the value of the full range of learning opportunities (including reading and writing assignments) that we should provide.
Although we are working with adult learners (link to unit 2) there are certain characteristics of  learning which apply whatever the age of the learner or the nature of learning envisaged. Trainees' desire to learn and their recognition of the need for learning will be critical. So too will be their sense of self esteem and confidence, especially when they are learning in school. A sense of success and a belief that they can succeed will all contribute.  

They will need protected contexts initially: the opportunity to try out ideas in the 'safety' of the university, to team teach with a more experienced colleague in school, for example, but they will also need to be challenged to take their ideas and their practice on. They need to be encouraged to question – they will anyway! – but also to learn how to do this in professional and appropriate ways. Both what we teach them and, critically, how we do this will make a difference.

Key questions 
1.2.1 
How can you help trainees draw, in a systematic way, on their school experiences when they are learning in university? (link to activity 1.2.1 and resource 1.2.1)
1.2. 2 
How can you prepare trainees to learn in school? (link to activity 1.2.2 and resource 1.2.2)
1.2 .3
How can you get trainees to learn from their reading? (link to activity 1.2.3 and resource 1.2.3)
1.3  Individual agendas within a common programme

One of the great challenges in teacher education is how to meet the needs of individuals within the framework of a common programme (link to unit 3) for the group. We know that the development of trainees is an idiosyncratic and individual business (link to unit 2). We know that what they bring with them to the programme – their existing beliefs, skills, experiences – will have a profound influence on what they take from the programme. We know that they will have their own agendas for learning to teach: what they feel is important, what they want to learn. But, as with classroom teaching, we spend much of the time working with them in groups, especially in the context of the university. 

However, despite the inevitable tensions here, there are strategies that we can adopt that will help address their individual needs within the programme designed for all.

(i) We can legitimise their ideas and views in our sessions, encouraging them to express them and make ours equally open to question, challenge and justification.

(ii) We can leave elements of the programme flexible and responsive to their interests and concerns. Even though it is hard to fit everything in, planned space for them is crucial.

(iii) We can adjust the common programme as the year unfolds to ensure that specific emphases reflect their developing and changing needs.

(iv) We can create time (or steal it from scheduled group time) for individual conversations with our trainees.

(v) Perhaps most of all, we can talk with mentors – the people who will work with them on a much more individual basis – about how they can best serve trainees’ individual needs (link to unit 4).

Key questions 
1.3.1
What different agendas might individuals have? (link to activity 1.3.1 and resource 1.3.1)
1.3.2 
How will you deal with conflicting agendas? (link to activity 1.3.2 and resource 1.3.2)
1.3.3 
How will your programme make the most of the diverse interests, skills and abilities that trainees bring with them? (link to activity 1.3.3 and resource 1.3.3)
1.4  Problems

Given that it is hard to generalise about the progress and development of history trainees it is not surprising that it is hard to generalise about the sorts problems that they may encounter. As each trainee is such a different 'package' of knowledge, skills, abilities, attitudes and aspirations then it is likely that our programmes will prove challenging in different ways for different individuals. 

We can, however, 
 say that the place where problems are most likely to emerge is in school. We may get hints of them in the university but it is likely that the nature of what we are doing (considering ideas for practice) and how we work in this context (through discussion, in small groups and so on) will mean that here they will appear as warning signs rather than actual problems. 

We can also predict that there will be certain points in the year when problems are more likely to emerge: towards the ends of term when they are exhausted; when they change schools. And we can also predict that how we work with them can contribute to the creation of problems. We not only make a difference to what they do learn but we can also make a difference to what they struggle with. Asking them to undertake responsibilities before they are ready for them, requiring them to complete tasks when they have inadequate knowledge and understandings, expecting them to cope with a class that experienced teachers find difficult, for example, are all likely to create difficulties, however promising the trainee. 

Just about any area of our curriculum for teacher education or any aspect of the Standards may prove challenging for an individual. And during the course of the year it is likely that all will struggle with one or another aspect of teaching. Some may find it difficult to work collaboratively, for others their subject knowledge may be weak, some may find it impossible to make decisions in their planning, others may struggle to design worthwhile activities for the pupils, others find it hard to communicate their own enthusiasm for history – the list is potentially endless! But although we cannot generalise about the likely focus of their problems we can say that there are common questions we should ask if a problem emerges 

(i) What's the nature of the problem? We need to look hard here and distinguish between 'presenting symptoms' and the key issue. For example, if a trainee is finding it increasingly hard to control their classes and the pupils are often off task it might seem that the key is assertive behaviour management techniques. But it is just as likely to be the nature of the learning activities and how these are presented to the pupils that are the heart of the problem. Hence what the trainee will most benefit from is support in their planning. Similarly, if a trainee's questioning is weak and always focuses on simple comprehension questions then it may be that the underlying issue is their own understanding of the history – and it is that which needs work rather than just questioning. 

(ii) Why might they be having this problem? In relation to the last example, is it that they don’t know very much about this particular topic or is it that they view historical knowledge as a list of facts about the past to be learnt? If it's the first then this is much easier to tackle than the second. A very different example might be a trainee whose lessons are always teacher led, with pupils having little opportunity to work things out for themselves. This could be because this is how the trainee learnt history at school and hence what needs to be talked through are the values and limitations of this model of teaching and learning. 

(iii) How severe is it? This is a tricky question to answer, not least as often it takes time for the answer to emerge. But if we (in conjunction with the mentor) have sufficient evidence to suggest that this is an enduring problem, a key issue we face is how we ensure that the trainee is aware of it and yet is not too disheartened by the knowledge. There are no easy answers here, but being dishonest with a trainee and pretending that all is well, will not help. If they are to address the issue, then they too need to understand its nature. (link to unit 2 relevant section on Marie: currently object 21)
(iv) What can we do? Once we feel we have diagnosed the problem, only then are we in a position to design support that is more likely to be effective. Simply telling the trainee that they have to do something about it is unlikely, in most instances, to be enough: we will need to think about specific learning opportunities (focused observation of other teachers, video-taping of themselves, joint planning, specific discussion and so on) for the trainee.

Much of the work in addressing problems will actually be done by mentors, with tutors acting as a sounding board, source of advice and occasional contributor. Regular communication with mentors, in person, by phone or email will be important here. The other key player must be the trainee: if they understand the nature and purpose of the strategies we employ they will be much better placed to continue their development in the future.

Key questions 

1.4  
What sorts of problems might emerge and what could you do?

The diverse nature of the problems that may emerge are represented in the four examples presented in the resources for this section. They are all taken from the Move Me On section of Teaching History.

1.4.1  
Tom: a problem with subject knowledge. It is early in the course. (link to activity 1.4.1 and resource 1.4.1)
1.4.2  
Bill: a problem with engaging pupils in worthwhile historical enquiry. It is towards the end of his first placement. (link to activity 1.4.2 and resource 1.4.2)
1.4.3 
Brian: he doesn’t see the point of teaching history to pupils who find it difficult. It is a fortnight into his second placement. (link to activity 1.4.3 and resource 1.4.3)
1.4.4
Tony: a problem with progression in children’s learning. It is well into his main placement. (link to activity 1.4.4 and resource 1.4.4)
�I just find ‘though’ a bit clumsy here, but I know I’m pretentious.
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