Theory of Practice - 14

Running Header: Theory of Practice


Assignment 3

Personal Theory of Practice

Presented by: Andre Gallant

Student #: 2916257

December 14th, 2009

MDDE 603: Foundations of Instructional Design:

System Analysis and Learning Theory

Prof. Brad Eastman

Personal Theory of Practice 

Introduction


This paper is a discussion of the theory of practice I currently use in my written English classes. I will briefly explain the evolution of my beliefs vis-a-vis learning and teaching, then attempt to explain those beliefs through the lens of six personal guiding principles. I will also discuss the academic theories behind those principles and how I put them to use in my classroom.  I will conclude by discussing my hopes for future growth as an educator.

My teaching history


I have been teaching full-time now for approximately seven years. During that time I have taught students of all ages, from three to about sixty-five years old. Most of that time, however, has been spent teaching university students. To most of these students I have taught courses focusing on English, although a few times I have also taught French and economics.  


Throughout the time I have spent teaching, I have had the chance to work for various types of employers, from large corporations seeking to train their employees in English, to government-run schools and universities. I also managed a small training center, taking charge of scheduling, human resources, and teaching quality, as well as teaching a few classes. The variety of my experiences has allowed me to gain a much broader perspective on teaching.

Evolution of thought


Because my educational background was not in teaching, I initially started teaching with very little information about how teachers teach and how people learn. Consequently, my earliest teaching practice was essentially just to emulate what I liked best about my teachers in school. Unfortunately, I gave little thought to the fact that I was teaching students in their second language, and also in a culture that was very different from my own. 


As a result, I spoke quickly, as any native speaker would, and used a vocabulary that was as full as necessary to explain complex ideas. I also tended to behave rather casually, as my favorite teachers had always been those that tried to befriend their students. I failed to take into account my students'    learning backgrounds, as well as their expectations and abilities. Needless to say, my early lessons were not very effective. 


Gradually,  I began to adapt myself to my situation. Because many students complained that they could not understand me when I spoke, I started speaking slower. I also made an effort to use a level-appropriate vocabulary when teaching. Given time, I found a balance that my students liked, and which I could live with. Furthermore, I befriended several Chinese English teachers and started asking questions about their behavior in the classroom, and current Chinese teaching. They suggested I try to act in a more formal manner, and gave me a lot of insight into how Chinese students expect to be taught. I took their advice to heart.

Current situation


Currently, I am working as an English teacher at an Undergraduate university in Huizhou, China. My students are English majors, and my primary responsibility is to teach writing. My students are all required to take an English examination called the Test for English Majors Level 4 (TEM 4) at the end of their second year of studies, and failure to pass the exam means failure to graduate. The English department tasks me specifically with preparing students for the written part of the exam, which consists of learning to write short academic essays on a topic given during the exam. Students have 45 minutes to complete the essay. 


This specific task somewhat limits my ability to  be creative in the classroom, but I try my best to undertake the responsibility for preparing my students in a manner consistent with my beliefs about learning and teaching. My superiors are very open to any ideas I may have about learning, and allow me to build my classes as I see fit. The one exception has been in regards to an online component I wanted to create, which was not allowed for policy reasons – namely that teachers are not permitted to host individual content on the school server. 

Guiding principles 


The evolution of my teaching method has given me time to focus more on my teaching philosophy, and the principles that I try to have guide me in my planning and my actions in the classroom. The same principles, I believe, are universal in second-language instruction, and would also apply to distance education (DE). I can summarize my philosophy in six ideas: (a) Timely feedback is vital, (b) interaction with peers is an important source of cognitive development, (c) people build on what they already know, (d) practice reinforces concepts and cements knowledge, (e) knowledge depends on the learner's ability to use it with understanding, and (f) teachers must gain students attention, offer relevant materials, and foster confidence.  Here I will attempt to explain the reasons for and applications of this theory of practice. 


All my classes focus on second-language acquisition, so I am able to use a fairly uniform teaching philosophy. Moreover, it has become increasingly clear throughout this term that my current philosophy draws from a wide range of learning theories. This may be due to the fact that I have no formal training as a teacher. My college major was English literature, so until undertaking the Distance Education Master's program at Athabasca University I was essentially forming my theory of practice in an academic vacuum. As such, while writing about my teaching philosophy I will also attempt to address how I came to my conclusions. Because I am primarily a writing teacher, I will focus my discussion on that area.

Timely feedback is vital


Despite being an older principle, dating back to B.F. Skinner and radical behaviorism, I still feel that the concept of timely feedback stands up very well to the test of time. Essentially, students need feedback regarding difficulties before they begin to undertake new material. Without timely feedback students are unsure of their prior learning and timid to undertake new assignments. I have found that timely feedback makes a big difference towards student performance, as well as interest in the classroom.


However, while Skinner envisioned the use of machines to give instant feedback, this would not be ideal to a writing class, where individual answers can vary and all be good. I am required, then, to create feedback myself, which can be a time-consuming job. Furthermore, the lack of native-English speakers I could employ as assistants means that my workload is often quite large.


That large workload is what initially pushed me to give feedback as soon as possible. It is when I noticed the positive difference it made that I assimilated the change and made it part of my philosophy. Now I always try to keep up-to-date with feedback in my writing classes, so that students can finish an assignment in-class, hand it in, and receive it marked at the beginning of the next class. They then spend time correcting their mistakes and reviewing the previous lesson before moving on to new material. 


Using this principle, I have achieve fantastic results in my writing classes. In fact, the first year this practice was implemented, my students achieved the highest TEM 4 exam results in the country among non-ivy-league schools. This motivated me to further refine the practice into what it is today.


These days, I no longer point out specific errors in students' papers, but instead underline problem areas, and divide the students into small groups that can work together to discover what the specific problems are in each others writing. Results have remained as impressive as in the past, and the practice blends effortlessly into my next guiding classroom principle.

Interaction with peers is an important source of cognitive development


The idea to have students work together to correct their mistakes originally came from the fact that I was overworked and had little time to do it myself. Eventually, I found that students actually enjoyed this opportunity to help each other, and also benefited greatly in the sense that their writing improved immensely, particularly in regards to grammar and style.


After completing MDDE 603, I now understand this to be an example of social negotiation, as outlined in Constructivism. Bruner states that “...learning in most settings is a communal activity, a sharing of culture” (1986, p.127), which to me speaks of synergy.  By asking students to interact and come to solutions they all agree upon, it is often the case that a group which, individually, might all struggle to find a single correct answer, will create something interesting and original by working together.


Furthermore, I try in all of my writing classes to encourage students to discuss questions before arriving at conclusions, and allow them to interact in various ways that will hopefully encourage them to influence each other in arriving at ideas that will prove both interesting and valuable as a discussion on the topic at hand. Since undertaking MDDE 603, I have also begun to encourage my students not to underestimate the value of their personal experiences. Particularly in persuasive writing, personal experience can be quite valuable. I want my students to share their stories with the group.


 I had hoped, at the start of the September '09 term, to create a forum for the sharing of ideas online. Unfortunately, I was not allowed by the administration to create online content for my courses, so the idea of online collaboration in my classes is not presently feasible. The concept of interacting with peers, however, flows nicely into my belief that people build new knowledge from previous knowledge.

People build on what they already know


The building of new knowledge on previously learned information is a principle that is vital to all of my writing lessons. Because my students are, essentially, learning to write academic papers with the specific purpose of passing the TEM 4 examination, I must therefore be systematic in building up their abilities. 


My current lesson plan does not spend any time on vocabulary, as students have specific courses focused on this topic, nor do I spend much time on the particulars of grammar. These are elements of writing that students should have, by the time they have reached my class, mastered. If a student needs particular attention in these areas, I prefer to discuss it with him or her outside the classroom, and suggest places where he or she can seek help with these problems. I do, however, make an exception in my first writing class, where I begin by laying out the basic types of sentence, their uses, and their limitations. I use these limitations, then, to build up to the use of complex and compound sentences, then to compound-complex sentences. Once I have introduced these concepts and asked students to practice using them in various types of paragraphs, I explain the different ways that these sentences can be used together to build interesting paragraphs. My first writing course then focuses exclusively on various paragraph structures and their uses. All my later writing courses build off of these concepts. 


This methodology is in line with Rumelhart and Norman's idea of tuning and Rumelhart's concept of restructuring. I say this because the concepts I introduce in my first writing class are rarely new to students. They have learned the types of sentence already, and know about different kinds of paragraphs. Their problem is usually that this information was initially handed to them without context, and so carried little meaning. I have to spend time tuning their knowledge by starting with their previous experience and showing its applications and limits. I simultaneously restructure by replacing possible misconceptions originally acquired from meaningless rote repetition with meaningful applications for the information they are re-assimilating. It is only once students have accepted new knowledge as meaningful that I can move on to the next step in my teaching method.

Practice reinforces concepts and cements knowledge


The idea that practice can reinforce and cement learning is directly in line with Cognitive Information Processing Theory. Specifically, I try and create a type of automaticity within my students so that they can create essays without having to think of the specific organization that best suits the topic, but rather from an automatic sense of what would be best. This is something Driscoll discusses for reading while introducing the theories of academics such as LaBerge and Samuels, but Driscoll does not mention in regards to writing.   


Yet I believe my practice to be in line with cognitive information processing theory, which indicates that  “automaticity of basic skills is a desirable educational goal” (Driscoll, 2005, p. 105).  automaticity comes through repetition, and my students do not have much opportunity to practice their skills outside of my classroom. After all, their daily interactions, both spoken and written, are not in English, and the rules of organization and good writing differ wildly between English and Chinese. What I need to accomplish is to create an immediate awareness of options and the best possible choice in my writing students, so that they can quickly assess an assignment and handle it, without wasting all of their time trying to decide on best practice. This is not simple, and considerable time needs to be taken to accomplish anything resembling this outcome. 


To achieve the desired outcome, and keeping in mind that people build on what they know, I try to introduce topics that are familiar and relevant to the students, then ask them to work together to decide which written organizational structure would best address the topic, and how they could structure their work to create strong compositions. This outcome hopefully helps students better understand how they can use the knowledge they have acquired in various suitable situations. Students are required to do this in every class, to maximize the effect of practice. The end result is that students learn the types of topics that are best suited to the various writing organizations.

Knowledge depends on the learner's ability to use it with understanding


The previous principle about reinforcing concepts is one that I can then use as a jumping off point for the concept that “knowledge does not come into its own until the learner can deploy it with understanding” (Perkins & Unger, 1999, p. 94). In my writing lessons, this means being able to use the types of writing organizations we cover in class – argument, cause-and-effect, comparison and contrast, process, etc... - for more than one topic, and also understand why one would choose an organization over another.


To build this type of understanding in the classroom, I try and group students during the brainstorming phase of any writing assignment and ask them to approach topics in more than one way, then decide which method seems most appropriate to them and why. Often students will fail to agree on the best method, at which point I can explain that sometimes the choice of organization is subjective, and more than one choice can be best. This simple explanation usually serves to build confidence in my students, and encourages them to be more daring in their choice of organizations in the future. Moreover, the fact that students have mapped out their thought process while brainstorming further allows them to understand the thinking process that brought them to their conclusions and how to defend those conclusions. This practice is also supported by Cognitive Information Processing Theory, which states that seeing information used in various contexts helps cement the understanding of the information into memory.

Gain students attention, offer relevant materials, and foster confidence


In Chinese schools, the theory of motivation and self-regulation is probably the least applied. Classrooms are traditionally places where students are expected to sit and listen passively, and the only motivating factors are pressure from family, and the fear of failure and what it entails. I try and change the situation as much as possible in my classroom. 


To do this, it is very important that I foster confidence in my students, because Chinese students tend to be timid in front of the group if they face the risk of making a mistake. They call this 'losing face', and it considerably limits students' willingness to speak up. A silent class is obviously not desirable in ESL instruction, so I must be careful never to criticize students publicly. This is another factor that lead to my use of smaller groups in class, as they tend to lend themselves more to student confidence with speaking out, since the risk of 'losing face' is diminished in a smaller group. 


Moreover, because the Chinese teaching method is very traditional, and students have grown accustomed to lecture-style classes, where they sit and passively accept information handed down by the teacher, I believe that my use of interactive classroom activities helps students' attention. Another technique I like to use is the use of humor and story telling to engage students and encourage them to speak up.  Stories about Canada serve a secondary purpose of exposing students to a foreign culture directly related to English, which motivates them to improve.


Interactive activities include such examples as asking students to perform surveys of their classmates or role-play a situation before writing about the outcome. Often, by using situations from their daily life, such as role-playing a job interview, I can encourage students to think about what relevance the situation has to a particular type of writing. This job interview role-play, for example, might serve as an introduction to resume writing. This activity is engaging, but it also forces students to think about what employers might want to know, which is important when writing a resume. This refers back to how knowledge depends on the learner's ability to use it with understanding as well as to interaction with peers.

Conclusion


Because I am a traditional classroom teacher, rather than a DE instructor, I have not had the opportunity to use my teaching philosophy in the DE setting. However, the general nature of my guiding principles tell me that they would apply equally well, with some modification in their application, to DE as they do to face-to-face instruction. This is particularly true with a subject such as writing, because the very fact that students might be required to write more frequently in a distance setting, even for something as simple as asking a question, could help students become better, more confident writers. Of course, a failed implementation could lead tot he opposite effect. This illustrates that while the principles I have discussed may be sound, the challenge lies in their application.


The six principles I have outlined in this paper came to me over the course of many years of teaching. Some of them came as sudden realizations, while others slowly evolved over time through a process of trial and error. In this essay, I have attempted to categorize each of my beliefs into five learning theories: Radical behaviorism, cognitive information processing, schema theory, motivation and self-regulation, and constructivism. It is obvious to me, however, after seeing how my practices fit into these theories that the practical methods often overlap, and what is justified by one theory is often also justified by others. This makes sense as learning, if it can be acquired using the principles of these theories, must also be acquired using concrete teaching methods, which would undoubtedly overlap from one theory to another. In other words, the theories are only different ways of explaining why 'what works' works.


Undertaking MDDE 603 has allowed me to better understand the academic roots of my current beliefs, and has also encouraged me to review some of my ideas and hopefully try and integrate new ideas into my teaching mix. Because I am still relatively at the beginning of my career, I hope to see my ideas progress further, and my abilities continue to grow and become more refined as my knowledge base expands. In particular, I would like to further understand and explore constructivism, which did not interest me much before undertaking MDDE 603, but has since grabbed my attention and made me think. It is this type of  critical reasoning that I have enjoyed most over the whole of this term. I can say therefore without reservation that this course has been simultaneously a refresher and an eye opener. I look forward to seeing where my theory of practice will go from here.

Appendix 1. Table of Theories, personal philosophy and classroom approach

	
Theory

Information
	Radical Behaviorism
	Cognitive information processing
	Schema theory,
	Motivation and self-regulation, 
	Constructivism 

	Prominent theorists
	B.F. Skinner

J.B. Watson
	J.R. Anderson

R.C. Atkinson

A.M. Collins

G.A. Miller

A. Paivio

M.R. Quillian

R.M. Shiffrin
	D.A. Norman

D.E. Rumelhart

J. Sweller

J. van Merrienboer
	A. Bandura

J.M. Keller

P.R. Pintrich

D.H. Schunk

B. Zimmerman
	D.J. Cunnigham

D. Jonassen Learning Technology Center at Vanderbilt

D. Perkins

E. von Glaserfeld

	Related

personal

philosophy
	Timely feedback is vital.
	Practice reinforces concepts and cements knowledge.
	People build on what they already know.
	Gain students attention, offer relevant materials, and foster confidence.
	Interaction with peers is is an important source of cognitive development.

Knowledge depends on the learner's ability to use it with understanding.

	Classroom

approach
	Return assignments as soon as possible with helpful feedback. Ask students to respond to feedback immediately.
	Assign frequent relevant exercises that allow students to practice acquired skills until mastery is achieved.
	Use a building-blocks approach to learning so that students acquire meaningful pieces of information and build bridges from the previous piece to the next.
	Create interactive exercises, relay interesting and meaningful information, and avoid subjecting students to 'losing face' in front of peers.
	Allow frequent interaction with classmates in various types of exercise, and allow students to use gained knowledge in various contexts to better understand its applications.
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