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Confronting the Elephant in the Classroom – strategies for addressing the instructional core
David Hopkins

The elephant in the room of professional development, and it has been resident for sometime, is the lack of a professional practice that provides a language and a set of behaviours or processes to connect teaching to learning.  Despite all the very real progress in raising levels of student attainment in many countries in the recent past, student achievement and learning still seriously lags behind its potential.  Why is this?  The answer is simple but intractable.  Teaching still remains essentially a craft, an individual achievement, and consequently a teacher’s practice is still often inextricably linked to their own personality.  Until we can develop a professional practice for teaching and separate the person from that practice our investment in educational reform will continue to produce results that are essentially unpredictable and idiosyncratic.

There are two key problems here:  the first the individualised and atomised nature of teaching as a profession; the second that teaching is a profession without a practice.  These two tendencies intertwine in intricate and resilient ways.I have recently been helped to understand the nature of this complexity through conversations with Richard Elmore, and more recently through reading the book he has co-authored with his colleagues entitled Instructional Rounds in Education.
In that book they contrast the individualism that too often characterises teaching where the person and the practice are intertwined, with professionals who are those that share a common practice and open it up to public scrutiny.  Professionals believe that the only way to improve one’s practice is to allow yourself to think that your practice is not who you are.  It is, instead, a way of expressing your current understanding of your work, your knowledge about your work and your beliefs about what is important about the work.  All these things can change – should change if you are a professional – as your knowledge, skill, expertise and understanding of your work increases.  The real insight here is that you can maintain all the values and commitments that make you a person and still give yourself permission to change your practice.  Your practice is an instrument for expressing who you are as a professional; it is not who you are.
How we define practice is therefore critical, and Elmore and his colleagues
mean something quite specific:

We mean a set of protocols and processes for observing, analyzing, discussing and understanding instruction that can be used to improve student learning at scale.  The practice works because it creates a common discipline and focus among practitioners with a common purpose and set of problems.

It is the lack of such a practice that has inhibited recent reform efforts from unleashing the potential of our students.  We need to reach down into the classroom and deepen reform efforts by moving beyond superficial curriculum change to a more profound understanding of how teacher behaviour connects to learning.  In particular it requires a direct and unrelenting focus on what many are now calling the ‘instructional core’
.

In its simplest terms, as seen in Figure 1, “the instructional core is composed of the teacher and the student in the presence of content
.”Although there are a number of principles associated with the definition of the instructional core, two features in particular require emphasising from the outset.
The first is that one cannot change on element of the instructional core without impacting directly on the other two.  Yet most change efforts focus on only one – curriculum innovation or professional development or student voice.  The three need to be regarded as a whole if authentic change in student achievement is to occur.  It is the relationship between the teacher, the student and the content – not the qualities of any one of them by themselves – that determines the nature of instructional practice.  Each corner of the instructional triangle has its own particular role and resources to bring to the instructional process. 
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Figure 1 – The Instructional Core

The second is more subtle but even more important.  It is the instructional task that is at the centre of the instructional core.  The instructional task is the actual work that students are asked to do in the presenceofinstruction.  It is not what teachers think they have asked students to do, nor what the prescribed curriculum says they should be doing, but what students are actually doing and the sense they make of it that is fundamental.  This is why in Models of Learning, Tools for Teaching
 we claimed that:

Learning experiences are composed of content, process and social climate. As teachers we create for and with our children opportunities to explore and build important areas of knowledge, develop powerful tools for learning, and live in humanizing social conditions.

Unless we make the instructional task the focus of our enquiry, then we can have no confidence that learning will be enhanced and consequently, the outcomes of educational reform will remain capricious.

The model of the instructional core provides the basic framework for how to intervene in the instructional process so as to improve the quality and level of student learning. The following principles guide the work on the instructional core:

1. Increases in student learning occur only as a consequence of improvements in the level of content, teachers’ knowledge and skill and student engagement.
2. If you change any single element of the instructional core, you have to change the other two to affect student learning.
3. The tasks students do predicttheir performance; so the real accountability lies in the tasks the students perform.
4. We learn to do the work by doing the work: people have to engage in sustained description and analysis of instructional practice before they can acquire either the expertise or the authority to judge it.
5. In developing a practice around the instructional core - description comes before analysis, analysis before prediction, and prediction before evaluation.  
Taken together the potential contained in the implementation of these principles is to create a new instructional culture within the school. This requires adopting strategies that have the ability to build a common language of instructional practice as well as of building within and across schools the connective tissue by which the culture is propagated, and of focusing greater attention on the knowledge and skill requirements of doing the work.
There seem to be two broad categories of strategies that have a proven track record inbuilding such work cultures within schools.  At first acquaintance they may seem to be contradictory, but either strategy can be effective, the choice between them depends on the diagnosis of the existing work culture and then selecting the most appropriate.  This raises the issue of differential strategies for school improvement, a point that we will come back to later.  The two contrasting approaches are:

a. Inductive– where one works from the existing knowledge base of the teachers with in the school and progresses iteratively through a process of description / analysis/ predication to develop theories of action that discipline and deepen the instructional culture of all the teachers in the school.

b. Deductive – where again the staff works collectively to change the existing instructional culture in the school, but begin with specifications of what is known about effective instruction.  They incorporate that research based knowledge into their own, individual and collective, repertoires through a process of peer coaching that utilises the theory / demonstration / practice / feedback / coaching model.  Examples of the specifications of teaching that could be used in such situations are the Models of Teachingthat we discuss later.

Both approaches should end up at the same place and the choice often depends on where the school is starting from.  It may for example be more appropriate in a school that has a very weak instructional culture to use a deductive approach initially to master basic knowledge and skill before moving into a more iterative approach.  Similarly a school with a more healthy instructional culture may start using the inductive approach but fairly rapidly assimilate the range of specifications of models of teaching into the work.  We now look at the two approaches in some more operational detail.
The best-known current approach in the Inductive Mode is the application of the ‘rounds’ approach to medical training to the work in classrooms that is currently being popularised by Richard Elmore
.Instructional rounds imply a four-step process: identifying a problem of practice, observing, debriefing and focusing on the next level of work.  The approach is based around the use of networks of teachers and leaders who have agreed to schedule significant and systematic time to explore a problem and develop a practice.  The process works something like this:

· The network convenes in a school for a rounds visit hosted by a member or members of the network (Head or teachers or LA officers).  The focus of the visit is a problem of practice related to teaching and learning that the school is currently wrestling with and would like the networks feedback on.

· The network divides into smaller group that visit a rotation of four to six classrooms for approximately half an hour.  In each classroom network participants collect descriptive evidence related to the focus of the problem of practice.

· After completing the classroom observations, the entire group assembles in a common location to work through a process of description, analysis and prediction. The group analyses the evidence for patterns and look at how what they have seen explains or not the observable student performance in the school.  From this they develop a series of constructs that provide a logical and analytic description of what they have observed and from this develop appropriate ‘theories of action’ for each construct.

· Finally the network discusses the next level of work recommendations for the school and system to make progress on the problem of practice. No comments are made about the behaviours of individual teachers, the focus is unrelentingly on describing the practice and how it can be enhanced.  They resulting report is shared with all.
The best-known strategy within the Deductive Mode is the now established approach to ‘coaching’ developed by Bruce Joyce and his colleagues
.Their research on staff development has identified a number of key training components which, when used in combination, have much greater power than when they are used alone.  The major components of training are:
· Presentation of theory or description of skill or strategy;

· Modelling or demonstration of skills or models of teaching;

· Practice in simulated and classroom settings;

· Structured and open-ended feedback

· Coaching for application - hands-on, in-classroom assistance with the transfer of skills and strategies to the classroom.

It is also helpful to distinguish between the locations in which these various forms of staff development are best located – either in the ‘workshop’ or the ‘workplace’.  The workshop, which is equivalent to the best practice on the traditional professional development course, is where teachers gain understanding, see demonstrations of the teaching strategy they may wish to acquire, and have the opportunity to practice them in a non-threatening environment.  If the aim is to transfer those skills back into the workplace - the classroom and school - then merely attending the workshop is insufficient.  The research evidence is very clear, that skill acquisition and the ability to transfer vertically to a range of situations require 'on-the-job-support'. This implies changes to the workplace and the way in which staff development is organised.  In particular this means the opportunity for immediate and sustained practice, collaboration and peer coaching, and studying development and implementation.The paradox is that changes to the workplace cannot be achieved without, in most cases, drastic alterations in the ways in which schools are organised.  Yet the transfer of teaching skills from professional development sessions to classrooms settings will not occur without them.  

The big difference between this and the inductive approach, is the constant focus on specific or research based teaching strategies that provide a far more elaborate language in which to talk about teaching and more sophisticated frameworks against which to reflect on practice.  In School Improvement for Real
I outlined a framework for thinking about teaching and learning that is referred to again here, as it still seems to provide a useful starting point in the quest to develop a language and practice for teaching.  Figure 2illustrates the four elements of the framework.
We start with Teaching Skills because these are the basic building blocks of teachercompetence. These are the everyday classroom management skills that most teachers became familiar with during their initial training and that they continue to refine as part of their reflection on professional practice.  These are behaviours such as: content coverage, engaged time (i.e. students learn more when they are on task for a high proportion of class time), active teaching, structuring information, wait time and effective questioning.There is an extensive research literature on teaching effects that are replete with cues and tactics necessary for effective teaching.  Consistently high correlations are achieved between student achievement scores and classroom processes
.







Figure 2 - Four Ways of Thinking about Teaching
The second component is Teaching Relationships.These are less technical and are more related to the teacher’s commitment to her/his students and belief in the power of high expectations
. A supportive, rigorous and optimistic learning environment is fundamental for high levels of student achievement.  A key aspect of teaching is the teacher’s ability to generate and sustain an authentic relationship with her students. For example, the teacher ‘who made a difference’ is a common topic of conversation following one’s admission that ‘I am a teacher’. To many educators a prime indicator of the ‘effective’ school is one in which high proportion of pupils ‘have a good or “vital” relationship with one or more teachers’.
These two perspectives on high quality teaching are not discrete.  It is the practice of teachers to combine these elements through a Process of Reflection.  This is the third element of the framework.It appears that critical systematic reflection is a necessary condition for quality teaching.  It is through reflection that the teacher harmonises, integrates and transcends the necessary classroom management skills and the personal aspects of teaching into a strategy or practice that has meaning for students
.

In my experience it is these three elements well integrated into a distinctive individual approach that most people would regard as being the definition of a good, indeed very good teacher. In England for example, such a teacher would be highly regarded both by external inspectors and by her/his peers. But for me this is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for quality teaching. 
What is also required is a focus on the Models of Teaching
 that simultaneously define the nature of the content, the learning strategies, and the arrangements for social interaction that create the learning environments of students.  Models of teaching are also models of learning.  How teaching is conducted has a large impact on students’ abilities to educate themselves, which relates fundamentally to the previous discussion about the nature of the tasks that students undertake and complete as being at the centre of the ‘instructional core’.  A teaching model provides the scaffolding that a teacher can use to for achieving this. Each model is designed to bring about particular kinds of learning and to help students become more effective learners.

As we have seen from our discussion of the ‘instructional core’, the purpose of teaching is not only to help students to acquire curriculum knowledge but also to assist them in becoming powerful learners. The most effective curricular and teaching patterns induce students to construct knowledge – to inquire into subject areas intensively. The result is to increase student capacity to learn and work smarter. The trick of course is to find ways of raising levels of attainment whilst at the same time helping students become more powerful learners by expanding and making articulate their repertoire of learning strategies.

Powerful learning refers to the ability of learners to respond successfully to the tasks that they are set, as well as the tasks they set themselves – in particular to:

· Integrate prior and new knowledge,

· Acquire and use a range of learning skills,

· Solve problems individually and in groups,

· Think carefully about their successes and failures,

· Evaluate conflicting evidence and to think critically,

· Accept that learning involves uncertainty and difficulty.

The deployment of such a range of learning strategies is commonly termed meta-cognition, which can be regarded as the learner’s ability to take control over their own learning processes.
It is in this way that the use of ‘teaching models’ form part of an overall strategy for enhancing teacher professionalism, enhancing student learning and provide the key strategy for personalising learning.  Some examples of the relationship between teaching and learning strategy are given in Figure 3.

	Model of teaching 
	Learning skill

	Advanced organizer        (or whole class teaching model)
	Extracting information and ideas from lectures and presentations 

	Group work 
	Working effectively with others to initiate and carry out cooperative tasks 

	Inductive teaching
	Building hypotheses and theories through classification

	Mnemonics
	Memorising information

	Concept attainment
	Attaining concepts and how to invent them

	Synectics
	Using metaphors to think creatively


Figure 3 - Examples of the relationship between model of teaching and learning skills

Coda

So in summary, in this paper we have discussed a major problem – our elephant in the classroom – that is the inability of most policy formulations to address the instructional core with any certainty and in particular the tasks that students are set. Focussing on the instructional core is the critical factor in ensuring student success in learning and achievement.  We then looked at two strategies that hold the promise of addressing both the skill set of teachers and tackling the endemic culture of individualism in teaching that caused the problem in the first place.  We concluded with a brief discussion of teaching strategies, particularly the ‘models of teaching’ that provide teachers with the tools for personalising learning for their students and engaging them in appropriate academic tasks that enable them to continuouslyextend their control over theirown learning.
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