BUILDING
COMMUNITIES OF
LEARNERS

BY SUSAN KARRER
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Bill Green and Phil Bassett, the class The assembled group includes super-

instruciors, greet the students as they ﬁﬂﬂpﬁf’ﬂtﬁ]}g lﬁﬂ?"ﬂ- intendents, principals, and teachers
enter the room, Some sit alone-uncer- . from both public and private schools.
tain, quietly thumbing theough the note- EHEHJ Cﬂﬂfiﬁpt ot Some of the participants have come to
books before them, anxiously awaiting 2 work on advanced degrees. Others are
the beginning of class. Others, how- tﬂlﬂmmﬁ ,ﬂ?g Tﬂbﬂ updating their teaching certification.
inductive method,
simulations, mne-
monic memory de-
vices, advance orga-
mzers, synectics,

and inguiry.
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FesrUapy/Magon [90a 19



S0l others attend for their own profes-
sional development. Whatever their in-
dividual swories, they are all motivated
by the joy that comes from learning and
growing professionally.

Those who attend the institute
quickly realize that this four-week ses-
sion is neither a traditional graduate
course nor a typical leachers" work-
shop. The Fact that some of the partici-
pants return for a second and even thitd
sumimer is a testimony to the unosually
hizh sense of excitement and adventure
that pervades this event.

Structure of the Institute

On the first day of class, Bill Green
introduces the Joyee and Showers Staff
Training Model.! This model includes
four elements: (1) exploration of the
theory, (2) presentation and modeling
of the skill, {3} practicing the skill, and
(4} Feedback and coaching. These ele-
ments serve as the oreamzational model
for the institute, Througheut the insti-
tute, the instractors will apply the four
steps of the training model to lead the
participants through various models of
teaching: cooperative learning, concept
attainment. the Taba inductive method,
simulations, mnemonic memory de-
vices, advance organizers, synectics,
and inquiry.?

The presentation of Dimensions of
Learning’ is perhaps the most impor-

During the four
weeks of the insti-
tute, the partici-
pants veflect upon
their expeviences
i daily journals.
R o ey e |

tant. because it provides the participants
with a conceptual framework for the
mudels of teaching and the other insti-
tute activities. The participants leam
how the various teaching strategics sup
port the five dimensions of leaming. or
five types of thinking: (1) positive atti-
tudes about learning, (2) acquinng and
integrating knowledge, (3) extending
and refining knowledge, (4) using
knowledge meaningfully, and (3) pro-
ductive habits of mind. They later use
the Dimensions of Learning framework
to-plan a unit of instruction. In addidon
to Dimensicms of Leaming and the
madels of teaching, other topics such as
multiple intelligences. thematic instruc-
tion, learning styles, inclusion. and
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study groups are explored.

Obviously, the instructors cover a
large amount of material during the
four weeks, but it is the diversity of ma-
terial that appeals to the participants,
Whatever their past experiences. they
all gain something new to take with
them. As one participant stated, “What
[ do know is that Il have a broad
springboard from which to jump off
when | return to the classroom,” The
administrators leave with a wealth of
new ideas to help them be more effec-
tive instructional leaders, The teachers
leave with a varety of new skills toex-
pand their teaching repertoires. By the
end of the institute, everyone has devel-
oped a new conception of what class-
rocn instruction should be like

The sheer volume of material pre-
sented is not the only motivation for
these teachers and administrators,
Other featres of the institute also make
it effective. During the four weeks of
the mstitute. the participanis reflect
upon their experiences in daily journals,
By lisiening carefully to their words,
one can begin to understand which as-
pects of the institute the participants be-
lieve have been most effective for tham.
It is not surprising that the clements
they identify are consistent with the
findings of research on sialf develop-
ment: a safe environment with suppor-
tive colleagues, modeling and active

Cine of the Yamilly” groups al the Summer Teachers inshifufe, Many Faces." inoluded educators from the U S, India, and Taiwan,



participation. and practice m authentic
sethimgs.

Friends and Families

“The way the groups were organized
was very suppartive and [ feel §earned
s muich more than (F1 had had 1o plug
alemg at this by myself. ”

The theme for the 1995 Summer
Teachers Institute, “Building Com-
munities of Learners,” reveals the im-
portance that the institute developers
plice on creating a cooperative environ-
ment in which teachers can learn and
practice their skills. To that end, every-
one becomes part of a permanent *“fam-
ily™ group that lasts throughout the four
weeks, Encouraging the groups to be
called families leads w greater togeth-
erness, willingness to share, and in gen-
eral more unity. Although imtially
some individuals express anxiety about
being placed in these groups, the cama-
raderie that develops soon alleviates
these concerns. Within days, the “fam-
ily” provides a non-threatening enviromn-
ment that encourages even the most
timid members to participate freely.

The nstructors know that building
strong group bonds is too important o
be lett to chance, Choosing a family
name and greeting one another is only
the first of many activities planned o
facilitate the bonding process. The
names they choose such as “Many

. .- .. .I"H J .. ¥
Samue! Gaikwad, academic vice presidant
Andrews University Scheol of Education, at fhe Summer Teachers' Inghitida,

The participants
learn the coopera-
tive structuves by
actually using
them.
|

Faces,” "Positive Exemplars.” or
“Snectches” give a clue to each group’s
unigue wentity. Their individual group
styles quickly become evident in the
way they approach the activities.

Every group has at least one resident
“expert.” This person has either at-
tended the institute before, or has had
previous training in the models of teach-
ing, Most of the participanis agreed
that it was very beneficial to have
‘mini-experts” who had already taken
the class to . . . help those of us who
were just starting oul.” These menlors
help supply many services to their
“families™ answering guestions when
the instructors are not available, offering
advice on when and how to apply a
strategy, coaching teachers during their
first attempts with the models, and pro-
viding encouragement and support,

The first expenence with peer-each-
ing probably has the most powerful ef-
fect-on the bonding process. Praclicing
newly leamed skills is very awkward at
first. but it is far less intimidating once
the teachers discover how encouraging
their “family"” members can be. Com-
menis such as “I'm a little nervous
about teaching my peers,” soon turn
into, "My group was so supportive,” or
“Their critigues were so helptful and al-
ways tactful ™

Within the relative safety of the
“family” groups, the paricipants learn
and practice peer-coaching. Pl and
Bill first model coaching technigues
during their classroom instruction.
During peer teaching, the “family™
mentors serve as the peer coaches.
After each lesson, they guide the
teacher through a series of questions
that facilitate his or her self-evaluation
of the lesson,

By the end of the institute, the partic-
ipants have experienced [irsthand what
a group of focused, supportive col-
leagues can accomplish. 1 have come
to the conclusion that cooperative effort
among leachers in improving instroe-
tion is an activity that must cccupy
more of my own professional develop-
ment,” said one participant.

Unfortunately, maost of the teachers
must now return o schools that are de-
vioid of the level ol suppont that they
have grown to appreciate. Many of
them express the wish that they counld
take their groups back to their own
schools to provide ideas and support as
they attempt to implement the newly
learned strategies, Few administrators
understand the importance of allowing
teachers regular opportunities to meet
in small groups to exchange ideas, and
foster professional development. Even
fewer have changed the school struc-
ture to allow these study groups to
function,

Modeling

“His [the instructor 5] passion for
instriccion is ofriows, and e transfers
that feeling to us.”

It is said that teachers teach in the
same way they were taught. Bill and
Phil take this claim very serniously:
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in fheir “Around the Wond” simulanor,

therefore, from the very first day they
get the participants actively involved in
every lesson. No one just sits and pas-
sively listens and observes.

An example of this active involve-
ment is the presentation of the Taba in-
ductive method. Bill Green begins with
a brief introduction. then gives the
groups their first data set—large hand-
Fuls of jigsaw puzzle pieces. Their in-
structions are to group the pieces into at
least three categories, then name the
aroups and list the attributes. Over the
next hour, the participants learn the
three main elements of a Taba lesson
[concept formation, interpretation of
data, and application of principles) by
actually experiencing one. The partici-
pants will be involved in two more
lessons before they have to micro-teach
their own Taba lessons.

Phil Basselt teaches cooperative
learning in the same way. The partici-
pants learn the cooperative structures
by actually using them. Once a new
structure is introduced, it is often used
o teach other material. For example,
the groups use Kagan's Within-Team
ligsaw* to cover the matcrial in a class-
room reading assignment. Each team
member is responsible for mastering 2
portion of the material, then teaching it
to the other tearn members, Later, that
same reading assipmiment is “tested”
using a form of Slavin’s Teams-Games
Tournament.! Both Phil and Bill use
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One of the cogparative family” groups at the Summer Teachers' Institute prepares for 2 Hawailan luay

numerous cooperative techniques to
keep the participants actively engaged,
and 1o allow them time for personal re-
flection.

The participants’ understanding of
the vanous models is enhanced by their
involvement. One teacher commented
that she had previously come to the
conclusion that cooperative learning did
not work. But after she saw it modeled
and used correctly, and then became in-
volved in the structures herself, she
changed her mind and was eager w try
it again,

The pamicipants learn simulations
immersion. Almost from the momen
they walk into the room. they became
engaged in an “Around the World” sim-
ulation. Everyone receives a passport
and cams frequent-flyer mileage by ar-
riving at class on time or turning in his
or her journal. The “family™ members
must cooperate and pool their resources
to earn enough miles to reach each
week's destination. The class cele-
brates their arrival in various counties
with a Hawaiian ludu or an authentic
Indian meal. The “families™ then
browse the classroom’s duty-firee shop
using their hard-earned “dollars.”

At the end of the day’s activities,
everyone is given time to stop and re-
flect on what has been leamed and ex-
perienced and to put his or her thoughts
in a journal. Although the participants
may complain about being tired, they

never complain of boredom. One re-
curring comment in the journals is “an-
other stimulating duy!™

School Time

“Evervthing sounds grear when i is
being presented during training, but
actually seeing how it works with the
kids convinced me of the method s
worth,

By the end of the second week, the
teachers and administrators have be-
come comfortable with the structure
and pace ol the institute. They have
had several opportunities to do peer
teaching and coaching. and many of
their anxieties have been alleviaed.

On Monday morning of the third
week, a new dimension is added to the
instite’s activities. At %00 a.m,, ap-
proximately 70 children from grades
ong through 12 converge on the build-
g tor “school ™ Every moming for
the next eight days, each “family” will
be responsible for teaching a classroom
of 10 o 15 students.

Much time and energy goes into
preparing for the students” amrival, as
class members decorate the tooms and
establish a teaching schedule. Each
team chooses a classroom theme that
focuses on their instructional unit and
has been planned around the Dimen-
sions of Learning. Themes such as:
“Around the World in Eight Days.” “A
Circle of Friends,” or “Mo Fear in a
Changing World™ reflect the individual-
ity of the various groups,

You might find one group of students
in plastic hard hats “constructing” the
meaning of words in a Taba lesson.
Another group is drawing pictures to
use a8 muemonic memory devices.
There are concept attainment lessons on
nutrition or rectangles, Taba lessons
with leaves and buttons, journaling ac-
tivities involving a pair of traveling
bears, and group activities investigating
Gardner's seven intelligences.” The
lessons are fun and wonderfully cre-
ative, yel the teachers find 1eaching
these “real” students to be much more
challenging than teaching their peers,
The students are being asked to leam in
walys that are unfamiliar to them. Many
arc uncomforfable working in coopera-



tive groups, or thinking inductively in a
l'aba or concept attainment lesson.

Despite these difficulties, the partici-
panis [imd this to be the best practice
they could have. As one teacher ob-
served, "Being able 1o practice this on
the kids themselves was one of the
most valuable experiences |of the msti-
twte]. It really helped me see and be
aware of things that work well and oth-
ers that don't work as well.”

The Spiritual Dimension

"'t very impressect by tihe Christ-cen-
teredness of the ecducation departiment af
Andrews! Meay the light never dim, "

Chie dimension of the Summer
Teachers Institute will not be found in
the research on stall development, yet it
is important to both the instructors and
the participants. The institute develop-
ers place greal importance on nurturing
a strong Christian environment. Each
day begins with worship, including
group singing and a shorl devotional
message. Also, a specially planned
Sabbath worship Lor the participants
has become o highlight that many re-
turnees fondly anticipate.

The Christian emphasis goes beyond
these planned activites. [t is evident in
other more subtle ways. such as the per-
sonal interest the instructors and sup
poat siait show 1o the individual partici-
pants. When one out-of-state weacher at
the 1995 instilule was unexpectedly
hospitalized, everyone Taithfully held
beer up 10 prayer and some visited her in
the hospital,

The strain of being separated [rom
husbands, wives. children, and close
triends is lessened by the joy of sharing
with newfound fricnds within the fam-
ily of Christ.

The Revolution Begins

“I have been stimulated na prear
variety of ways o think abowt miy re-
sponsibility as a teacher. The acrivities
futve forced me 1o ask mvself very seri-
oS qiiesiions abour how freach.”

Bill Green has stated often that he
would like to see a “guiet” revolution
begin in schools, especially within the
Seventh-day Adventist system. Itis to
this end that the Summer Teachers™

The wnstitute devel-
opers place great
unportance on
nurturing o
strong Christian
environment.
R T T Y |

Institute is dedicated. Those who at-
tend come away from it changed and
ready o do quiet batile.

Substantive change in teaching prac-
tice is not easy. however. In fact, itis a
process that can be very uncomfortable,
But this process need not be a solitary
endeavor. The participants agree tha
by working together, the institute can
“take us places in a painless way." It
imvolves educators learning together,
administrators supporting teachers, and
teachers supporting fellow teachers in
their efforts to make changes and to
weave strong collegial bonds,

The collective spirit of the institute
could best be summarized in the words
of one enthusiastic graduate,

“These ave definitely classes te which vet-

The Eagles family” poses on Hat Day.

eran feachers should come. We have beent 5o
setin our saber-toothed [old-fashioned]
werps! With changing rimes and stedenis
changing before our very eves, we must
‘Build Learning Commnities ' and revoly-

nonize edwcarion, " <7

Stesan Karrer ix a Doctoval Studend i the
Teaching, Learnng, and Administration De-
I|'.'|‘.'|:|'|'1.l|.-'.'.'|' 4.:.' Vridd e s If-'rl.l.:.'(.'.'\l-.lf.".'. Berrien
Spwings, Michigan. My, Karver has more
than {7 years of experience tn Cliristion pdv-
cdion. Sfe hisa sperial interest in the Mod-
els uf Teaching and et wwae w both foeser-
vice ened ire-service leacker ediceation.
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