[image: Cover: Increasing Competence through Collaborative Problem-Solving, Using Insight into Social and Emotional Factors in Children's Learning, written by Gerda, edited by Hanko, published by Routledge]

Increasing Competence through Collaborative Problem-Solving Using Insight into Social and Emotional Factors in Children's Learning

Gerda Hanko


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017]





First published 1999 by David Fulton Publishers

Published 2016 by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017, USA



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © Gerda Hanko 1999

Note: The rights of Gerda Hanko to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Notices

Practitioners and researchers must always rely on their own experience and knowledge in evaluating and using any information, methods, compounds, or experiments described herein. In using such information or methods they should be mindful of their own safety and the safety of others, including parties for whom they have a professional responsibility.

Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN-13: 978-1-853-46600-7 (pbk)

DOI: 10.4324/9780203065020

Pages from this book may be photocopied for use only in purchasing institution. Otherwise, all rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Typeset by FSH, London



Contents


	Preface

	Acknowledgements

	Part I Enriching the Learning Environment for Pupils and Teachers: Maximising Existing Expertise

	1 Social and Emotional Factors as Aspects of Cognition

	Social factors in learning

	Emotional factors in learning



	2 Collaborative Consultation

	Continuing development of competence

	Creating a good learning environment: the concept of consultation and its practice in schools

	Introducing a consultative problem-solving framework as part of a professional development plan



	3 Teachers Using Collaborative Consultation in their Schools: Examples of Case Discussions

	Creating a good learning relationship at critical moments

	(i) A case of extreme withdrawal

	(ii) An angry ten-year-old boy

	(iii) A hostile fourteen-year-old girl

	Improving learning situations in a variety of school settings and at different stages in the life of a group

	A teacher facing a child in turmoil about his mother in prison

	Two examples of first case discussions

	How groups develop their competence from case to case

	(i) Development of skills in a three-term inter-school primary staff group

	(ii) Development of skills in a two-term inter-school primary staff group

	(iii) Two case discussions of a two-term inter-school secondary staff group

	Preparing the ground for additional professional help

	Summary








	Part II Continuing Professional Development: A Framework

	4 The Meetings: Conceptual Bases and Focus Points

	Conceptual bases

	Focus points

	Sharing knowledge

	(i) About the child

	(ii) About the classroom group

	(iii) About the teacher-pupil interaction

	Restoring objectivity

	Sharing skills

	Restoring confidence



	5 The Curriculum: Finding Opportunities to Attend to Children's Emotional and Social Realities in Support of their Learning

	Pupils' concerns as an integral part of the curriculum: no lessening of conceptual rigour

	Relating subject language to basic themes in life and learning



	6 The Home and the School: Collaboration with Parents

	7 Cooperation Between Institutions and Services: Crossing Professional Boundaries

	Dismantling the ‘Berlin Wall': But what then?







	Part III Collaborative Staff Development: Guidelines and Tasks

	8 Developing Collaborative Problem-Solving: Roles and Tasks of Staff Development Tutors

	Viewing the landscape

	Knowing the stumbling blocks

	Initiating a staff development group


	(i) First approaches within or to the institution

	(ii) Introducing consultancy support work to the teaching staff Work with the groups

	Work with the groups


	(i) Early group meetings: fixed roles, hierarchies and expectations about the consultant's role

	(ii) Stages of development in the groups

	(iii) Case follow-ups

	(iv) Interpretations and interim evaluations

	(v) Endings and post-course follow-ups

	Role and tasks of consultant facilitators

	(i) The consultant as supportive recipient

	(ii) The consultant as creator of an exploratory climate

	(iii) The consultant as teacher and liaising assistant




	9 Continuing Professional Development: Ongoing Support for Developing a Consultative Role

	Role shift and responsibilities: a mismatch between contrasting presumptions

	Joint problem-solving: attending simultaneously to the needs of pupils, teachers, the school and the supporters

	Developing the consultative role: coordinators' joint training groups

	Training skills of the coordinators' supporter

	Joint problem-solving: contributing to school policies

	Staff development tutors and educational psychologists: shared concerns and complementary expertise

	Developing expertise as co-consulting facilitators



	10 Promoting a Coordinated Staff Development Structure: A Summary





	Appendix to Chapter 5

	Bibliography

	For simplicity alone (with no sexist implications) staff and children alike are referred to by the masculine pronoun




Acknowledgments

In the course of the work described in this book I have enjoyed meeting and being stimulated by a great number of people, all of whom I want to thank.

First of all I am indebted to the late Irene Caspari for introducing me to the possibilities of consultation as a mode of working with teachers and student teachers in the classroom context, when she began, three decades ago, to demonstrate the approach at University Education Departments, and to Elizabeth Irvine and Elsie Osborne, both leading practitioners in the field of interprofessional consultation, for their continuing interest and encouragement, until their recent deaths, to develop this collaborative model further.

I also want to express my thanks to the staffs of the teacher education departments, professional development centres, psychological and education support services and professional organisations who invited me to work with them, for the invaluable exchange of ideas and experience that this entailed; above all to the teachers and head teachers of schools whose active and evaluative participation in the groups constantly offered me fresh indications of the kind of support that they could use and helped me to attempt to develop practice and principles for charting this area of work within a continuing professional development structure.

My very special thanks are due to Ken Millins, Chris Thompson and Liz Udloff who not only read the typescript but commented on it most helpfully while sharing their valuable professional expertise with me.


Preface

This book is about the use of a specific collaborative problem-solving approach as part of a Continuing Professional Development policy. The national drive towards achieving academic excellence for all currently dominates educational debate and practice. The Teacher Training Agency (1998) states, as one of its principal aims, the promotion of effective and efficient professional development (since this) will have the maximum impact on pupils’ learning. The Department for Education and Employment in its White Paper Excellence in Schools emphasises the importance of valuing and supporting teachers as ‘going hand-in-hand [with] ensuring that the best methods available are used in every classroom in the country’ (DfEE 1997a). Articles on Collaborative Models of Developing Competence have tried to ‘identify those elements in managing the process of CPD that have made these initiatives effective’ (Smith 1996). Creese, Norwich and Daniels surveyed the perceived usefulness of collaborative teacher groups in the special needs area, and, finding these groups ‘clearly important at many different levels, most obviously in sustaining and increasing teacher morale and confidence, and thereby contributing to a positive ethos in the school’ (Creese et al. 1998, pp. 109–114), suggest their wider use as desirable. Likewise, while earlier editions of my own book on Staff Support focused on the special emotional, behavioural and learning needs of some children, feedback from teachers led me to conclude the third edition (Hanko 1995) by recommending a collaborative problem-solving approach to staff development as a sound basis for implementing full curricular entitlement for all.

The DfEE emphasis on valuing and supporting teachers suggests an awareness of the difficulties involved in the task of raising all children’s academic achievements when teachers themselves are suffering from previous unwittingly dysfunctional educational legislation. An excessively ‘results’-centred teaching climate had devalued teachers’ professionalism and severely reduced their opportunities to attend to that ‘living link’*, the emotional and social factors which profoundly affect all children’s learning. As Warnock (1996) fears, such a climate cannot but lead to academic failure for some. Others remind teachers of the part played by the emotions as offering ‘a stimulation and enhancement of pupils’ learning, [but] in negative form can be a killer of it’ (Wragg 1997).

With growing recognition that ‘the emotional development of children must continue to be a central concern for mainstream education’ (DfE 1994), many teachers are now concerned that there is in current official documents little reference to its importance or to an ‘affective curriculum’ as the Elton Report (DES 1989) had advocated. Consequently, teachers have come to perceive the official view on quality in teaching and on achieving excellence as still an almost exclusively academic matter. In the light of complex social and educational problems, ‘supporting teachers to ensure that the best methods are available for the achievement of all children’s academic potential’ (DfEE 1997a) will therefore require an approach to staff development that addresses the importance of the relationship between social/emotional development and academic progress at all stages of school attendance.

Collaborative staff development programmes – now envisaged in a DfEE (1998) Programme of Action – can assist teachers in responding more appropriately, as an integral part of their daily professional task, to the learning needs of pupils with emotional and behavioural problems. Teachers thereby found that almost imperceptibly their own professional development was promoted because it also enhanced their overall competence with all their pupils. This in turn assisted them in meeting current as well as evolving needs.

It therefore seems appropriate to extend the material I have been able to offer to date, to take it beyond the special needs context, and to focus on the extent to which a well structured school-based or school-focused collaborative support network can help teachers to attend to the affective/social dimension of an academic curriculum, to aid all pupils learning. (Some parts of the text are derived from the third edition of my book on Staff Development (Hanko 1995)).


	*To docket living things past any doubt

You cancel first the living spirit out.

The parts lie in the hollow of your hand,

You only lack the living link you banned.

Goethe, Faust (transl. Philip Wayne Penguin, 1949)




Gerda Hanko

London

November 1998


Introduction

Teachers are deeply concerned with their pupils as people but may be unaware of some of their pupils’ hidden needs which they may not recognise. A majority of children may lead a relatively uncomplicated life which allows them to enjoy what their teachers can offer them. Many others do not. Where teachers are aware of problems, however, they may be convinced that there is little they can do about it (‘we are not trained that way’) or feel that this is not part of their remit (‘we are not social workers or psychologists’).

They may be baffled by talented teenagers who are failing to develop their talents, or be unaware of those gifted children who already in Year 1 ‘take careful deceptive measures to hide their giftedness, like conforming to the class norm by pretending they can’t read, pretending not to know the answers to questions, holding back from classroom discussion’ (Freeman 1996, see also Eyre 1997). Teachers may worry, feel frustrated or despondent about the quiet child who refuses to respond to their efforts of inviting participation (Collins 1996), or those who are ‘absent without leaving, playing truant in mind’ (Collins 1998a). There are the undiscovered targets of bullying of which not even their parents are aware (nobody knew of Vijay’s ordeal until after his suicide, the teenager who never missed a day at school, wrote an excellent essay on bullying for which his teacher gave him a merit mark without realising what his essay was really about (Boseley 1997).

There are those who at playtime suffer deeply from being ostracised or from being just less popular, who go through crises in peer relationships which carry over into lesson time, while others are burdened with feelings and responsibilities that arise from living with a severely impaired member of the family or a chronically sick sibling (which may lead to early competence or childhood deprivation). According to a 1997 survey (Anthony Clare, BBC Radio 4, 7.10.1998) 23% of all children, and 20% of primary school children experience this situation. Over 125,000 children have a parent in prison (see Tony’s case, pp. 19–24) but shame often forces them to hide the fact (Williams 1998) (also Redwood 1998). There are those worried about family break up and about their parents’ preoccupation with their own difficulties ‘leading to less expressive parent-child relationships (and/or) rebellion towards changing family situations’ (Pagani et al. 1998).

There are those who still grieve over past bereavement (‘he will have got over it by now’), or are worried about family break up. There are the multiple-school attenders ranging from Forces children from otherwise stable families to ‘looked after’ children in care and children from traumatised refugee families. There are the isolated childhoods where we don’t ask (W. H. Auden’s Unknown Citizen ’Are they free, are they happy? The question is absurd. Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard’) until we hear of the lonely childhoods of the murderous Dunblane and Hungerford perpetrators. There are the disaffected ‘middle achievers’ whose poor basic skills impede their enjoyment. And there are those whose ‘aggressive or withdrawn facade may mask constant misery, loneliness, self-loathing and fear (Yapp 1991, see also Graham and Hughes 1995). Symptoms of depression, when externalised, tend ‘not to be seen’ as such by teachers or parents (Graham and Hughes 1995, Puura et al. 1998), and, where externalised as oppositional behaviour, may ‘mask their cognitive competence’ to the children themselves and to their teachers (cf. Fagot and Leve 1998). Without an understanding of the emotional aspect of defiance, teachers may dismiss the defiance of insecurely attached children as ‘mere attention-seeking’ rather than seeing in it a possible longing for gaining control over at least something in their lives (Barkley 1997) – a wish for control which sensitive teaching could well deflect into the learning task (Hanko 1994).

The specific joint problem-solving approach presented here, is about the rich diversity of professional expertise which can be enhanced in every school, and about the wide range of needs to be met in every classroom. It is about the sharing process that, by maximising existing expertise, can help teachers to respond more appropriately to those needs in order to achieve that ‘excellence for all’ which schools are expected to aim for.

The approach has been developed in response to the multiplying demands from teachers to receive the kind of support that will help them to meet pupils’ emotional and social needs within a normal teaching day, through curriculum content and delivery, teacher-pupil and classroom relationships and the involvement of parents as partners. This approach has been welcomed by schools in many parts of the country (as well as in other parts of Europe) as a model for the development of in-service support systems, eliciting teachers’ hidden skills to motivate ‘difficult’ children with re-educative challenges, demonstrating how a sensitive curricular response can not only help to meet the emotional and social learning needs of specific children, but can enhance the quality of teaching and learning in the classroom as a whole (Mongon and Hart 1989). Who said it first that so-called ‘problem children’ are like other children, only more so?

It is hardly surprising that teachers who have been helped to deepen their understanding and to respond more appropriately to the behavioural, emotional and learning needs of those pupils who confronted them with particular difficulties have also found that emotional and social factors affect not only failure to learn but play a part in all learning. Promoting such insight, and enabling teachers to apply such insight in the daily process of teaching and learning, would therefore appear to be at a premium, whatever their pupils’ achievement.

How does continuing collaborative problem-solving assist individual teachers in enhancing their competence for meeting the diverse learning needs of their pupils? The relevant issues relate to professional development and militating obstacles such as the difficulties that teachers experience in identifying their own needs and in optimising existing provision. Providers may experience difficulty in gearing their provision to the context in which teachers work, to be of both immediate and long-term use in the classroom and school setting. How to offer this in such a way that it is usable and acceptable while maintaining teachers’ professional autonomy, and to ascertain who might be in a position – whether within the school or external to it – of initiating staff development groups and possess the professional skills required from effective supporters is an additional challenge.

Genuinely collaborative provision rules out prescriptive advice and intrusive exhortations on what a school or a teacher should do, as fundamentally ineffective. Instead, it recognises, appreciates and builds on teachers’ existing strengths and expertise. Ultimately, it creates conditions favourable to finding workable solutions and produces a climate of commitment and mutual respect in which the teachers themselves, as individuals and as a genuinely collaborative team, implement their conclusions and observe and consider what needs evolve.

Teachers welcome such viable support. To ensure such viability, for the benefit of all children regardless of attainment, a range of questions needs to be asked. How aware are we as teachers of the factors that influence children’s learning; of the perception which children, their parents and teachers themselves have of each other; and of the effect that these can have on work in the classroom? How much insight into emotional and social factors in learning and their link with learning needs can be of help to teachers in mainstream schools and therefore ought to be made available to them? How can they, often so overworked and under stress, best acquire such insight and information so that they are of immediate and long-term use to them and to the children? What skills do those who offer support to teachers need themselves, to be able to extend those of their teaching colleagues?

Norwich invites us to consider children’s educational needs as falling into three groups: those needs which are common to all, those which are common to some, and those which are unique to each individual (Norwich 1996b, 1998; O’Brien 1998a, b). An education system charging its teachers with helping all children without fear or favour to learn to the best of their potential, will have to accommodate all three. Accepting ‘emotional development as a central concern for mainstream education’ (DfE 1994), and acknowledging that emotional and social factors play a part in every child’s learning, requires teachers, as an integral part of their task, to examine how best they can hold in balance commonality and difference with regard to emotional and social needs.

Such hidden needs as listed above hinder children’s learning and, if they remain unmet, worsen as they further impede progress. There are also general behaviour problems, not themselves expressive of deep-seated needs, which teachers need to deal with to benefit the personal development and educational progress of all. Teachers may, however, be baffled by children who seem to obstruct their best efforts to help, and be made to feel useless, not understanding what underlying needs the behaviour expresses. They may find some behaviour provoking reactions in them which increase rather than reduce the problem. They may fall back on defensive encounters with disaffected pupils who may then continue, in what may seem to them an ongoing war, to indicate their needs in ‘unmanageable’ ways which educational institutions, and indeed, society, must find unacceptable. This may lead to exclusion.

Teachers may blame the children and their background for their difficulties, see the problem as located in the child, in his family and home or in the child’s situation at school, in conflict with what is expected of him. They may feel that official demands and pressures in the system are interfering with their ability to respond adequately to such children’s needs and indeed ‘may lead to academic failure for some’ (Warnock 1996). Either way, they may feel that they have to handle the difficulties predominantly in terms of control, feel compelled to resort to merely coping, which they may themselves despise but which allows them to keep going at a reduced level of functioning and a growing level of stress. As the Elton Report (DES 1989) had shown, many teachers battle on without the professional and emotional support which they could receive from those trained to offer it. Many children whom teachers could in fact help within their educational remit and the constraints of the system, tend not to receive the help to which they would in all probability have been able to respond. Thus, teachers could be spared much distress, and much waste of emotional and educational potential could be prevented, if some of the principles, pedagogical procedures and practical support skills would be made generally available to them.

These will be the twin issues to be addressed in the chapters that follow. Part I studies offer insight into the social and emotional aspects of children’s learning, and show that their importance must be recognised and be harnessed to professional competence. Then the principles are discussed of a collaboratively consultative problem-solving approach, geared to such competence. The framework of that approach is described in relation to the different theoretical bases and practices employed and their relevance to school practicalities. Examples of case discussions in a range of school-based settings will show how teachers, through skilled sharing of their experience, learned to contribute to their colleagues’ and their own expertise and became more aware of how communication processes become most effective.

Part II shows how the daily curriculum, ordinary classroom and school procedures are used to address children’s emotional and social realities as a source of learning experiences relevant to the needs of all pupils. This is followed by a section on effective collaboration with parents and by one on cooperation between institutions and services.

Part III offers guidelines for initiating and developing collaborative training groups in a variety of settings and summarises the possibilities of a joint problem-solving approach for meeting the needs of both teachers and pupils. It addresses the question of ‘Who supports the supporters?’ and deals with the training and support needs of those in a position to develop this work, such as staff development tutors from training institutions and schools, a school’s in-service, special needs, pastoral care or curriculum coordinators, other colleagues accepted as having advanced skills in supporting their fellow professionals, mentors charged with the induction of new teachers, members of the psychological and education support services, specialist schools staff engaged in outreach work, or independent providers. All of these may be able or could be enabled to share their skills and understanding in a way that can be applied by teachers as an integral part of their professional task of attending to the range of needs in their classrooms.


Part I Enriching the Learning Environment for Pupils and Teachers: Maximising Existing Expertise



Chapter 1 Social and Emotional Factors as Aspects of Cognition
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This chapter focuses on understanding how children’s emotional and social experiences may affect their learning and on the extent to which teachers should use such understanding in aid of it in the classroom. The word ‘emotional’ is a difficult word in the English language. When used in an educational context it can give rise to ambivalent interpretations and unwarranted attacks as an ‘elevation of feeling over reason’. Nor are terms like ‘emotional education’ or an ‘emotional curriculum’ very helpful to those who agree with the DfE’s emphasis on the importance of children’s emotional development as a central concern for mainstream education (DfE 1994). To forestall such polarisations, a quick reminder of available complementary workable paradigms about the interactive nature of emotional, social and cognitive development may be useful. They permit us to recognise the limits of any one ideology and to work with multiple concepts (Norwich 1996a).

Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theory of stages of cognitive development and moral learning gives a developmental account of reasoning, of how rules are conceived and followed and how children learn to see things from somebody else’s point of view. Psychodynamic schools of psychology analyse rational and irrational emotional expression and how feelings may originate and develop from social experiences. Applied to curriculum studies this would suggest that we learn best when we care most and that emotional involvement plays an important part in learning. Kubie speaks of the right to know what one feels and that children need to be helped to understand their loves and hates, their fears and curiosities, their strained and stressful relationships. Social learning schools suggest coordinating emotional, social and cognitive growth through normal daily classroom encounters, utilising children’s spontaneous happenings as well as those introduced and created by the teacher. Bruner, in his seminal course on ‘Man’, emphasises the knowledge-getting process with reference to the nature of the child as learner who ‘learns to master himself, disciplines his taste, deepens his view of the world’ (Bruner 1968) as his emotional energies are engaged. Erikson’s life cycle theory, attributing specific tasks for each phase of development (such as the development of basic trust in childhood), suggests a wide scope for teachers.

An education of the emotions or educating children in social competence, by definition, has a cognitive dimension. Misunderstandings abound where these are seen as additional to an academic curriculum. Thus mere references to social aspects frequently lead to pseudo-social grouping practices where no real social learning takes place. Insight into social and emotional factors as aspects of children’s learning, and using such insight effectively, thus makes the issue one of professional competence.


Social factors in learning

Bennett (1991) exposes the ‘aridity of mere classroom grouping practices’ with children merely sitting together but being engaged solely in individual work, and contrasts these with the true impact of social processes on children’s performance through genuinely cooperative approaches. He describes how cooperative group endeavours provided children with social and emotional experiences, such as giving and receiving explanations, which did indeed improve learning, and that the sharing of knowledge between children and between children and teacher facilitated task enhancing talk. Teachers who were offered training in cooperative group work were impressed by how much the children enjoyed it, and reported how surprised they were that ‘the children were in fact able to use each other and help each other more than [I] realised’. They were delighted how for instance a cooperative poetry activity developed the conditions for high quality learning to take place. The results were greater enjoyment, independence, cooperation and better quality work from both low and high attainers.

The current national emphasis on standards in literacy will require an equally strong emphasis on the effectiveness of cooperative teaching methods for raising standards. This underlines the need for teachers to find their own best ways of improving on merely prescribed statutory requirements. Enhancing teachers’ competence through using their insight into the affective/social dimensions in both learning and teaching would be a case in point.

Bennett refers to Vygotsky’s concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ as that stage at which ‘learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with (his)peers’ (italics added). Bennett asks ‘Can we design tasks (for instance) in maths, science and technology that generate abstract talk? Can children be trained to function more effectively in groups, at both a social and intellectual level? What should the nature of teacher intervention be in cooperative group work?’ (Bennett 1991).

Vygotsky’s work on the links between learning and small group social interaction, social dialogue, language and knowledge has led a number of British educators to study its educational implications. Daniels (1993) discusses the individual in the organisation and comments on the importance of understanding the relation between the social conditions of learning and development and of speech serving to mediate social processes. Pollard (1993), studying innovative practices in primary schools, emphasises how group work shows the capacity of children to construct their understanding together, in subjects like mathematics, science, design technology, and in ‘process writing’ in English which encourages children to draft, share and discuss, redraft and ‘publish’ their stories. Saxe et al. (1993) look at peer interaction and the development of mathematical understandings through cooperative learning, and how the use of insight into peer processes within cooperative learning structures influences student motivation and achievement. Levine (1993), in her chapter on learning English in multilingual classrooms, discusses the effect of teachers’ perception of the social composition of their racially and ethnically mixed classrooms. The ‘pedagogic space’ will clearly differ if this is seen as threatening or as full of liberating potential for socially egalitarian relations in support of learning. Evans (1993), in the light of Vygotsky’s own work with ‘problem children’ as well as with children of all abilities, examines its implications for special education and the current inclusion debate, while Vygotsky’s (1978) stress on the importance of play for cognitive development has led play therapists to revise both their technique and understanding of play (Alvarez and Phillips 1998).

Vygotsky’s emphasis on the importance of such understanding for teachers to be able to create a successful learning environment both in the special needs field and for children in general has obvious implications for staff development, since it has also afforded the opportunity of ‘perceiving the learning difficulties experienced by children with special needs as potentially highlighting problem areas in teaching and learning in general, which need to be addressed for the benefit of all’ (Mongon and Hart 1989, Hart 1996). One such problem area clearly relates to how to attend to children’s emotional needs.


Emotional factors in learning

There now exists a rich field of knowledge and understanding of children’s emotional growth, of the processes of social interactions and relationships which influence it, and of the part these play in enhancing or impeding the capacity for learning (see Greenhalgh’s comprehensive account (1994) of the wealth of knowledge available). Not all of it has been made sufficiently available to teachers. Most of them, however, will be aware that what children are being taught and how they are being taught is of at least equal importance in children’s learning, and that attention paid to their feelings and social experiences which matter to them stimulates their learning. But teachers’ opportunities to do so have been severely reduced in an over-competitive teaching climate (cf. Warnock (1996) airing widespread concerns).

There is then a tension between what teachers know to be important for the process of learning and the perceived official emphasis on its measurable content. Working conditions seem to impede their capacity to act in the best interest of their charges. Constantly changing priorities and uncertainties cumulatively seemed to conspire against their professional task. Staff support initiatives have therefore been concerned with enhancing teachers’ professional capacities under these difficulties and suggesting that what professionals need is ‘a learning environment which accepts anxiety and uncertainties and promotes thinking and understanding’ to optimise their resources (Woodhouse and Pengelly 1991, also Hanko 1993a).

Trying to understand children’s emotional learning needs and what is involved in the task of meeting them has occupied workers in a range of professions and disciplines. Philosophers accept an education of the emotions as forms of cognition, involving knowledge and understanding (Peters 1974). Psychologists and psychoanalytical therapists agree that the link between emotions and motivation is not a mere linguistic coincidence. As Bennett’s findings (1991) in relation to Vygotsky’s theory demonstrate, the give-and-take experience of heightened motivation in a group that learns together, with each other and with a teacher aware of its importance, provides a positive feeling of belonging, of being valued. It develops children’s confidence as learners and affects their sense of self-worth. Bowlby writes about the ‘secure base’ which children need, to ‘learn without fear’ (1988, see also Barrett and Trevitt 1991). Bion (1962, 1970) develops the theory of learning that comes from the experience of ‘thinking about feelings’, of ‘liberation into conceptualisation’ that comes from children having their ‘unbearable’ feelings – such as defiance and hatred – understood by a ‘containing’ adult who, empathising with what the child may be thinking and feeling, shows him that he is being appreciated, and thereby transforms the ‘unbearable’ into more manageable, thinkable ones. Mental development is thus seen as deriving from thinking through ‘being thought about’. Similarly, Winnicott (1965) shows how a tentative verbalisation of a child’s difficult feelings can be a sign to him of the adults attempt to understand his ‘own version of his existence’. (We will see in Chapter 3 how jointly exploring a case like Tony’s (pp. 19–24) facilitated his teacher’s ability to use these insights to optimum effect).

When Bloom (of taxonomy fame) commented on the importance of affective objectives in teaching and their erosion from course practice in face of the cognitive bias in school testing, he ascribed this erosion to the mistaken ‘assumption that the affective would develop without teaching’ (cited in Watkins 1996). This, we now know, is indeed erroneous and many teachers now use approaches that set out to attend to the affective/social dimension. Among these are Circle Time (Mosley 1993), Circles of Friends (Newton and Wilson 1996) and the No Blame Approach to Bullying (Maines and Robinson 1991, 1992), which lead children to experience each other as valued members of a group by learning to support and empathise with others in their difficulties. These are liberating experiences that help to create a good learning environment.

Many children’s school experiences, however, lead to disaffection. A UNISON survey (Special Children, May 1998) reported deep-seated feelings of rejection, of being ignored, ridiculed, even of just not being encouraged in their efforts. Interviews with truants show their perception of school as ‘controlling regimented environments’ with unsupportive teachers making it hard to return to school (’I felt all the teachers were extremely sarcastic’, ‘I didn’t feel any of them wanted to help me’). Devlin (1997) was told of similar regrets by prisoners when she asked about any particular features in their lives that might have made a difference, while a Social Exclusion Unit report (Archer 1998) comments on some of the reasons given as to why children drop out of education: that school is experienced as boring, too difficult, not leading anywhere.

Thus, school experiences matter. How children experience school, however, has also much to do with the experiences they bring into it. Their self-image may already be so dented that learning anything seems to them an impossible task (as it did with a little Year 3 boy who exclaimed through tears that he ‘will never manage’ [as he] ‘was born stupid’). Others have become similarly discouraged, convinced that nobody likes them (’so what is the point of trying?’), joining the ranks of those who ‘do not respond even to praise’ (Hanko 1994). Anxieties arising from difficulties experienced in their private lives will carry over and affect their work and interactions at school, may remain hidden or may be displayed as problem behaviour, and easily provoke negative responses in their teachers who are then faced with their own emotional vulnerability. Having to deal with their own negative feelings when it matters to be seen as ‘in control’, they may respond, not with their trained ‘professional self (Kahn and Wright 1980), but with their ‘personal kneejerk’ self; may add their own anger to the child’s; and, at that moment, will not be able to offer that emotionally supportive environment, that ‘secure base’, in which it becomes possible to explore and ‘to learn without fear’.

If we can accept that to be able to create a good learning environment teachers also need for themselves such ‘a learning environment which accepts anxiety and uncertainty and promotes thinking and understanding’ (Woodhouse and Pengelly 1991), how can a structure of continuing professional development help to bring this about?



Chapter 2 Collaborative Consultation
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Continuing development of competence

Examining different models of pedagogic practice, Daniels discusses the concept of a Responsive Pedagogy as a basic requirement for all education. Capable of responding to learners, it ‘treats teaching as a competency to be continuously developed… informed by learning, and learning that is informed by the right kind of teaching’ (1996) in response to the learner’s needs. Finding ways of supporting its development is therefore seen as urgent.

Collaborative problem-solving approaches have been advocated in support of developing such responsive competence. Doubts about their large-scale introduction in schools have, however, been raised, under the assumption that to be feasible certain preconditions are required. For institutions unused to a professional culture of dialogue and sharing of experience and expertise, the number of obstacles raised is legion. They are seen in the degree of interprofessional sharing skills that these approaches require, impeded by status hierarchies and professional rivalries (heightened by proposed legislation on ‘performance-related pay’ via assessment by ‘results’); that shortage of time (excessive workload and administrative pressures) with consequent stress prevent both reflective action in the classroom as well as opportunities for meetings with colleagues; and teachers may deny having difficulties, fearful of having their professional competence questioned or being thought to be in need of ‘improvement’, or are just innovation-weary, due to too many ‘hero innovators’.

If we accept a good learning environment as being one where ‘teaching as a competency’ is continuously further developed, then the presence of any of these obstacles must be seen as a challenge to its creation. From an interactional systems perspective, Osborne (1998) describes a good learning culture as ‘one whose boundaries are robust enough to offer reasonable security to those working within it, yet these boundaries are permeable … such an open system would be willing to receive and consider new ideas to accept and cope with change’. She refers in this context to the great deal of consultative work with teachers taking place in the schools, which shares these principles, especially as ‘attention is paid to the context of the whole classroom group and to the nature of the teacher pupil interaction, including the teachers understanding of their own reactions to… difficulties’ (Osborne 1994).


Creating a good learning environment: the concept of consultation and its practice in schools

It would be a contradiction in terms to demand an absence of problems as a precondition for setting out to create a good learning environment. Accepting the above problems as real, a consultatively collaborative problem-solving approach is geared to addressing them. Those aiming to offer it therefore need to take account of the psychological and institutional difficulties which are likely to militate against its acceptance or implementation.

The principles of this approach have been formulated by pioneers of group consultation such as Balint (1956) for the medical profession and Caplan (1970) for professionals in social work and teaching, followed by relevant accounts from individuals practising the approach in a variety of school settings (see Skynner 1974, Dowling and Osborne 1994, Hanko 1987, 1995) and through LEA behaviour support services adapting problem-solving approaches to whole-school settings. Working with groups of teachers, they interpret their role in various ways, such as ‘engaging colleagues in [general] joint problem-solving’ or as ‘helping teachers to develop their responses to [specific problems like] emotional and behavioural difficulties’ (DfEE 1997c).

Consultation has become a well-defined concept in contexts like mental health in which it is useful ‘to consider jointly’ and ‘to take counsel’. Steinberg (1989) describes it as a joint exercise in problem clarification and problem-solving, which enhances the professional competence of those engaged in the process of consultation as well as helping them to learn how to consult with others.

Thus, consultation is here seen not as a process in which a professional acts as sole expert who provides others with solutions. Instead he acts as a non-directive facilitating fellow professional skilled in the art of sharing his experience and expertise in a process of joint exploration of a problem. Such collaborative exploration encourages others to develop their own sharing capability in a problem-solving framework, to address existing problems as well as those that may yet arise.

These skills include maintaining one’s fellow professionals’ autonomy by enabling them to make free and informed choices about how to address a specific problem, and to generate an atmosphere in which they can work together with equal but differing expertise, engaged in a process of developing understanding and skills concerning a third party (such as pupils). The facilitating consultant does not try to supplant the others’ expertise but supplements it, thereby helping to highlight the underlying issues, to find their own workable alternative solutions. The atmosphere is that of a ‘work group’ (Bion 1961), committed to exploring an agreed issue, unimpeded as far as possible by hidden agendas such as leadership issues (Bion’s ‘basic assumptions’ through which groups may wish to avoid tackling the task note how this threatened to happen for instance in Dipak’s case discussion, pp. 45-8).

Where consultation focuses on creating a good learning environment through attending to the emotional and social factors in all children’s learning, as it does in this text, it is effective first to explore with teachers those children they find more difficult to teach and what they find most difficult about teaching them. While this focuses attention on the child’s behaviour and situation, it also takes into account the teachers’ perception of the difficulty and its effects on them, such as erosion of confidence, loss of objectivity, accepting that such children provoke strong feelings about them when they fail to respond to their best efforts. Accepting how difficult it can be, even for trained professionals, not to let such feelings interfere with their responsibilities, such exploration can also highlight how much more difficult such control will be for children with emotional and related social difficulties. They are likely to experience feelings they find difficult to bear, which impede their learning. But their difficulties may be lightened, and their learning enhanced, if an understanding of these feelings can be conveyed to them interactionally by those adults significant in their lives. (Teachers, of course, so often underestimate how important they are for every child in their classrooms.)

This model of consultancy is not prescriptive but points towards workable alternatives.
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