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However, as Richardson (1990) argues, a critical feature in this literature
is that change is defined, not by teachers themselves, but by someone
outside the classroom. In this respect, for teachers to change is for them
to do "something that others are suggesting they do" (Richardson, 1990,

p- 11).

On the other hand, several recent studies indicate that teachers
constantly adjust their practices to take into account the nature of their
students as learners (Johnston, 1990; Strahan, 1990), the contexts of the
school and classroom in which learning is to take place (Eisner, 1992), and
the social and political factors which influence learning (Hollingsworth,
1992; Miller, 1990). From these studies, which have investigated personally
initiated changes from a teacher’s perspective, researchers have begun to
develop theoretical perspectives that explain why change is difficult to
accomplish and sustain.

Purpose

Building on the research on individual change, this interpretive case
study explored the personal change process of one science teacher. Two
initial questions provided a focus for the study: (a) What conceptual tools
are useful in assisting the teacher to describe and change his practices? and
(b) how does the change experience fit into the context of the teacher’s life
at school? The nature of the teacher’s knowledge and the change process
were interpreted using multiple theoretical perspectives. As the study
progressed, constructs which teachers and researchers may find useful in
reporting and reflecting on teachers’ knowledge bases, their interpretations
of classroom roles and relationships, and curriculum implementation were
identified.

Theoretical Frameworks

A basic assumption of this research is that change implies learning.
Schon, (1983, 1987) described reflection-in- and reflection-on-action as
means by which teachers may become empowered to construct knowledge,
take charge of their actions, and initiate change. Schén’s conception of
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interpretations generated from this study are framed in theoretical
perspectives from philosophy, social-psychology, and anthropology.

Epistemological framework. One line of research involving reflective
practice draws explicitly on a constructivist view of knowledge. Within this
paradigm, reflection is viewed as:

reorganization or reconstruction of experience that leads to (1) new
understandings of action situations, (2) new understandings of self as
teacher, or the cultural milieu of teaching, or following a critical
theoretical tradition, (3) new understandings of taken for granted
assumptions about teaching (Grimmett, 1988, p. 12).

From a constructivist perspective, learning is viewed as an interpretive
process through which individuals construct unique frameworks of
knowledge as they make sense of their experiences (Eisner, 1988; Piaget,
1964). The nature and extent of prior knowledge as well as contextual
factors determine the nature and viability of what is learned (von
Glasersfeld, 1989).

Viability means that as teachers attempt to change their practices, what
is learned is tested for fit in the social and cultural milieu of the
educational community. The meaning and extent of change is negotiated
as the teacher interacts with administrators, peers, parents, students, and
others from the school culture (Eister, 1982). Additionally, as curriculum
is implemented, the meanings of practices are also negotiated among the
participants in teaching and learning contexts. The resulting implemented
curriculum fits the teacher’s personal understanding of what makes sense

in a given context.

From the researcher’s point of view, understanding of teacher learning
and change depends upon construction of an understanding of the
subjective meanings that teachers have for cultural, social, and personal
experiences which influence how they make sense of their classroom
practices. Explication of the knowledge constructs that teachers employ as
they make sense of those experiences and reorganize their knowledge to






The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. 28, No. 3, December 1994 291

Acting in accordance with culturally generated beliefs or norms is a
learned behavior. In initiating change in their classroom practices teachers
may have to act against culturally generated beliefs. By focusing on
understanding the social processes through which teachers construct and
come to take for granted the reality of the culture in which they work, this
type of research may assist teachers to identify those constructs which are
perceived as frustrating their goals and assist them to eliminate or
overcome them.

Methods

Learning how a teacher made sense of teaching and learning and how
that sense making process influenced change, involved designing a long
term study with a teacher participant who felt comfortable as a part of the
research team. The teacher, Brad, volunteered to participate, viewing the
study as an opportunity to examine what was happening in his classroom,
the relationship between the way he was teaching and what his students

were learning,.

Brad teaches at Southern High, an urban school with a minority
population of nearly 65%. Having begun his career at Southern High as
a student teacher in 1974, he is currently teaching chemistry, chairs the
science department, and acts as a senior class sponsor. Recognized as an
exemplary teacher by his peers, he was designated as Teacher of the Year
at his school in 1985.

The study began in June and continued over a 12 month period. Brad
and T met weekly. Following exemplars in the work of Connelly and
Clandinin (1990) during these meetings, I encouraged Brad to share his
understanding of teaching and learning through narratives of his life as a
teacher. Early in the study, Brad focused on describing his perceptions of
teaching and learning as they were in the previous school year and as he
would like them to be if he could achieve his ideal. The discussions were
open ended and Brad expressed his thoughts and concerns in a number of
areas relating to his experiencesin the classroom. As the study progressed
into the school year the foci of the discussions were on what was
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only, and may not match that of any other individual. Individuals construct
knowledge using information from a variety of sources. However, what an
individual counts as knowledge depends upon their personal
epistemological perspective (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986).
Some individuals are reliant on outside authority as sources of truth and
the right answers to questions of action and belief. Others come to
understand that authority is not always right, that truth is relative, and that
they as individuals, can construct their own knowledge of what is true or
right. Thus, a teacher’s personal epistemological perspective influences her
or his beliefs about the roles of language, power, and learning in the
classroom.

Brad’s biographical history included a predominantly parochial school
experience. As Brad described them, learning activities were teacher
centered, primarily lecture. The transmission view of learning, modeled by
his teachers, influenced how Brad approached learning in association with
the change process. He had learned to learn by listening to others.

February 8: I read and talk to people to see what they have to say and
make a decision based on that, as opposed to really gathering empirical
evidence about things as a basis for acting.

March 10: I'm one of those guys who, is sort of the sponge, trying to
absorb as much as I can. And I tend to not be very critical at all of
whatever the person is presenting. I just kind of accept what they do
and sort it out for myself later.

Brad considered knowledge as received from others. He placed high
value on the presentations of individuals, whom he perceived as experts, at
summer workshops and at national meetings he had attended. For
example, Brad’s interpretation of what he had heard about cooperative
learning and its benefits in science teaching at a recent meeting of the
National Science Teachers Association formed the basis for construction of
the images and metaphors he identified as ideal. Brad depended on the
voices of authority to provide direction in his teaching life and he looked
for confirmation from others in judging the worth of knowledge he had
constructed.






The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. 28, No. 3, December 1994 305

individual teacher. Fullan (1982) identified the alteration of teachers’
cognitive constructs as a key to educational change. He argues, "Beliefs
guide and are informed by teaching strategies and activities; the effective
use of materials depends upon their articulation with beliefs and teaching
approaches” (p. 33). This case study suggests that research which focuses
on teacher change must look beyond the realm of classroom experience as
a mediator for the construction of beliefs which guide practice. Cognitive
constructs such as images, cultural myths, metonymic models, and personal
epistemologies as part of an individual’s belief system are equally, if not
more, influential in facilitating or constraining the change process than
beliefs associated with classroom experiences alone.

Brad’s case explored the manner in which new information regarding
teaching and learning was tested for fit with these existing cognitive
frameworks and how the viability of new knowledge impacted on decisions
he made regarding the direction and extent of his change. This study
suggests that for change to be successful and sustained, either a teacher’s
cognitive frameworks have to be altered or the context for teaching and
learning has to be altered. Integrating new knowledge into existing
cognitive frameworks does not result in desired change because these
frameworks are socially and culturally dependent. Thus they are not
amenable to new knowledge which contradicts existing images, myths, and
metonymic models. This study provides an initial step toward developing
an understanding of what Erickson (1988) has termed the "tension between
the personal and social influences on knowledge construction” (p. 205).
However, many questions remain unanswered regarding the process of
teacher learning and its relationship to individual change. First, this study
of personal change was initiated because Brad had decided that change in
his practices was necessary. He had formulated ideal images of what he
would like teaching and learning to be like; however, he was unable to
implement his ideal. The image was not viable in the context of his own
teaching experience. More research is needed to identify the kinds of
experiences that create perturbations that challenge existing constructs, to
the extent that alternative constructs may become viable knowledge
teachers use to guide their actions.

















