Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools

BEHIND-THE-SCREEN

Description

The Behind-the-screen activity (or BTS as it became known) was adapted from the one used
in Reading Recovery training (eg, Clay, 1993). The purpose of the BTS was to involve a
small group of teachers in a much more finely-grained, intensive study of numeracy
teaching approaches. Specifically, it enabled teachers to engage with a small group of
students or an individual in front of their peers (who are literally ‘behind’ a screen or one-
way viewing window). Observing teachers were introduced to a range of possible
approaches at the outset but were also encouraged to use their own words, labels or
metaphors in-the-moment to capture the essence of the observed student/teacher interaction
or scaffolding practice. The essential purpose of this technique was to explore the principles
of the teaching approaches in more detail and to arrive at ways of describing teachers’
communicative acts in ways that resonated with teachers’ experience. In common with the
Reading Recovery training process this was not meant to be a critique of the teacher, but an
in-depth, focused exploration of the nature of the specific teaching and learning processes
embodied within a particular teaching approach.

Three groups participated in this technique, two school clusters and one relatively remote
rural school. One cluster comprised one government and two catholic schools from roughly
the same metropolitan area. The other comprised three government school two from a
regional centre (one of which was the special school) and one from a metropolitan area.
Three teachers from each school participated in the cluster, making a group of nine teachers
which was supplemented by two or three members of the research team. As far as possible,
teachers were distributed across the lower, middle and upper primary year levels. The group
at the remote rural school consisted of one teacher from each year level and the Project
Director. The three groups each met on 8 occasions, 7 in 2002 and 1 in February or March
in 2003. A total of 46 BTS lesions were observed during the project. At each meeting, two
teachers taught a small group in front of their peers.

Sessions were structured in the following way:

1.  an orienting briefing session (approximately 30 mins)

2.  aBehind-the-screen teaching episode involving one teacher and a small group of
his/her students (approximately 30 minutes)

3. adebriefing session which involved a reflective discussion of the preceding teaching
episode (approximately 30 minutes)

4.  abreak (15 minutes)

a second Behind-the-screen teaching episode involving another teacher and group of
students (approximately 30 minutes)

6. asecond debriefing session which involved a discussion of the preceding teaching
episode (approximately 30 minutes).
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For the two clusters the meetings were held at a Reading Recovery venue fairly close to the
schools concerned. In the rural school, the lessons were conducted in the teacher’s
classroom, video-taped and relayed through the school’s intranet to a monitor in the library
where the remaining teachers in the group watched and discussed the lesson live with the
research facilitator. A second camera recorded the opening discussion and the debriefing
sessions that followed the teaching episodes.

A Behind-the-screen Observation Record was completed by each observing teacher for each
teaching episode. The first version of this record was aimed at noting exemplars of
previously identified numeracy teaching approaches or communicative acts in relation to
numeracy learning. These comprised the three approaches derived from literacy teaching
(modelling, sharing and guiding), two derived from the literature (funnelling and focussing)
and three emergent approaches derived from classroom observations made between
November 2001 and March 2002 (convince me, noticing and excavating). This version of
the form proved problematic for two reasons; it was difficult to track the sequence of events
in the teaching episodes for the metropolitan and regional cluster groups as interactions
were not necessarily noted in the same order that they were observed, and, as a
consequence, it was extremely difficult to piece together the teachers’ records of their
observations into a coherent summary. A second recording form was developed that allowed
for more instances of teaching approaches or communicative acts to be recorded, however
this also proved difficult in relation to tracking the sequence of events. While the third
version of the form offered even greater flexibility and encouraged teachers to record their
observations in sequence it was decided to audio-tape the teaching episodes at the two
cluster groups to facilitate the tracking of events in relation to the observed interactions and
thereby improve the depth and accuracy of the summary account. Given access to videotape
records at the rural site, progressive summaries were not necessary. However, a BTS Session
Summary was prepared at the conclusion of the Behind-the-screen sessions to facilitate the
subsequent analysis.

After the second and third sessions of the Behind-the-screen activity it became apparent that
there were no clear-cut and sustained instances of any one or two approaches in any one
teaching episode. That is, unlike literacy, in which a teaching approach broadly
characterises a whole teaching session, this did not appear to be the case for numeracy
teaching where a number of activities were used in the context of one session to support
children’s learning. As a consequence of this, it was decided that teachers would be asked to
evaluate the relative levels of teacher support and student independence at the end of the
debriefing session. That is, to test the applicability and relevance of the two dimensions
used to define the literacy teaching approaches.

As indicated above, several recording formats were developed by the research team to
support the Behind-the-screen activity. The teachers involved used these progressively to
record the interactions they observed in the teaching episode and to record what they
noticed and what they felt students had learnt in the debriefing session. From the third
session, this also included a judgement about the relative levels of teacher support and
student independence. Teachers’ observations were discussed briefly during the teaching
episode and more fully in the debriefing sessions that followed. The BTS Observation
Records were collected and analysed to form a synthesis of the group’s views, which was
reported back for clarification and confirmation the next time each group met.
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Analysis

The Behind-the-screen or BTS data was summarised as previously indicated to provide an
emergent list of approaches, techniques or tactics and finally scaffolding practices,
supported by a range of exemplars. To be included on the list, a particular interaction pattern
had to have been observed and reported by at least two of the BTS groups on at least five
occasions. A further level of analysis was afforded by the use of audio-tapes for the later
Behind-the-screen teaching sessions at the Reading Recovery venues and the videotaping of
all sessions at the rural site. This was deemed to be necessary after the third or fourth
sessions of the metropolitan and regional cluster groups as the BTS Record Sheets were not
supporting rich descriptions of the actual interactions observed in the teaching episodes.
Access to the audio-tapes of the teaching episodes and video-tapes facilitated a cross-
checking or validation procedure ‘after-the-event’ that matched teachers’ observations to
particular instances in the teaching episode. It also allowed a more reflective and considered
assessment of the evidence for particular scaffolding practices. This additional layer of
analysis was used to confirm what had been sensed in the earlier Behind-the-screen sessions
that there was little evidence for generic teaching approaches of the type described for
literacy but there was strong evidence for a range of discernable scaffolding practices. This
evidence together with the results of the Sorting Task was used to inform the refinement and
elaboration of the list of scaffolding practices.

Contents
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Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools
BTS OBSERVATION RECORD

Name Year level
School Date
OBSERVATION 1 OBSERVATION 2

BEGINNING OF THE LESSON

Actual interaction Evidence

Choose ONE statement that best

characterizes what YOU did.

Instructed students what to do

Showed students how to do something

Made links and connections

Reviewed previous work

Answered questions

Listened to students’ suggestions

Facilitated student to student

interactions

Posed a problem

Found out what students knew

Other:

Actual interaction

Choose ONE statement

that best characterizes what

the STUDENTS did

Listened to instructions

Listened to explanations

Suggested directions for investigation

Asked me questions

Let me know what they know

Shared their ideas on what to do

Showed the rest of the class something

Other:

Circle the mark that best represents

the relative involvement

P o
<«

Students You
TEACHING APPROACHES
Modeling Guiding
Sharing Focusing
Noticing Convince Me
Funneling Excavating
OTHER OTHER
Appendix 9 Behind-the-Screen Observation Record Version One 1

Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools 2001-2003




Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools
BTS OBSERVATION RECORD

MIDDLE OF THE LESSON

Actual interaction Evidence

Choose ONE statement that best

characterizes what YOU did.

Explained to students who needed help

Moved around asking questions

Moved around asking questions

Taught small group (High teacher

involvement)

Taught small group (Low teacher

involvement)

Worked with a small group answering

questions

Other:

Actual interaction

Choose ONE statement

that best characterizes what

the STUDENTS did

Worked on practice examples

Worked by themselves to solve

problem/s

Worked in a group to solve problem/s

Made or showed something with

materials

Discussed with other students how to

solve the problem/s

Other:

Circle the mark that best represents

the relative involvement

P o
<« >

Students You
TEACHING APPROACHES
Modelling Guiding
Sharing Focusing
Noticing Convince Me
Funnelling Excavating
OTHER OTHER
Appendix 9 Behind-the-Screen Observation Record Version One 2

Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools 2001-2003




Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools
BTS OBSERVATION RECORD

END OF THE LESSON

Actual interaction Evidence

Choose ONE statement that best

characterizes what YOU did.

Corrected students work

Summarised what was learnt

Commented on explanations by students

Used student responses to build

understanding

Helped students understand the maths

Made links and connections

Other:

Actual interaction

Choose ONE statement

that best characterizes what

the STUDENTS did

Listened to explanations by other

students

Listened to explanations by you

Talked or showed others what they've

done

Other:

Circle the mark that best represents

the relative involvement

P o
< »

Students You
TEACHING APPROACHES
Modelling Guiding
Sharing Focusing
Noticing Convince Me
Funnelling Excavating
OTHER OTHER
Comments
Appendix 9 Behind-the-Screen Observation Record Version One 3

Researching Numeracy Teaching Approaches in Primary Schools 2001-2003
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