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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze a continuing professional development system in the context of a standards-based reform in the State of Qatar. It aims to examine the learning opportunities for teachers of mathematics in the 12 new independent schools in Qatar and how their learning of and from practice is facilitated.

The continuing professional development system in Qatar comprises a set of three 5-days workshops, follow-on activities, on-site mentoring and facilitation, and school-based professional development plans. 

Guskey’s model of professional development evaluation (Guskey, 2000) is being used as a framework for data collection and analysis. Based on the levels of the model, a marriage of experimental and ethnographic tools will be used to measure the teachers’ reactions, their learning, organizational support, and teachers’ use of new knowledge and skills.

The findings of this study will be used by educational policy makers in Qatar to improve or change the continuing professional development system in order to maximize the learning of teachers from and of practice in the context of standards-based reform.

INTRODUCTION

The state of Qatar is undergoing a systemic education reform - Education for A New Era -- that is based on the four principles of 1) autonomy for schools, 2) accountability through a comprehensive assessment system, 3) variety in schooling alternatives, and 4) choice for parents, teachers, and school operators. It follows the Charter School Model that exists in a number of countries such as the U.S. and New Zealand.  Qatar is implementing a partially decentralized system by opening 12 new independent schools in the fall of 2004 that are funded by the government but operated by nongovernmental parties.  Standardized national tests aligned to internationally-benchmarked curriculum standards are used as a part of the school evaluation system.   


The new internationally-benchmarked curriculum standards are based on the premise that all Qatari students are capable of learning in new innovative ways and of achieving high levels of performance in four subjects: mathematics, science, Arabic and English. The standards are aligned to expectations in those countries that demand the most of their students, including those that achieve excellent results in international tests. 



The mathematics standards are organised in four strands as follows:

•
Reasoning and problem solving;

•
Number and algebra, plus calculus from Grade 10;

•
Geometry and measures, which includes trigonometry from Grade 9;

•
Data handling, which is separated into statistics and probability from Grade 10 onwards.

The reasoning and problem solving strands are meant to be integrated with the other three strands in teaching and assessment. Students learn from an early age to apply their mathematical skills to solve a wide range
of familiar and unfamiliar problems and to explain and justify their reasoning.

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM:

To help mathematics teachers in the independent schools learn of and from practice in the transition period, a complex system of continuing professional development has been put in place. 

This system is in line with current international trends of teachers’ professional development (NSDC, 2001):

1. Professional development that improves the learning of all students organizes adults into learning communities whose goals are aligned with those of the reform.

2. Professional development that improves the learning of all students provides educators with the knowledge and skills to collaborate.

3. Professional development that improves the learning of all students requires resources to support adult learning and collaboration.

The main components of this system can be described as follows:

a. Standards Implementation Support workshops: three five-day workshops were developed in order to introduce the curriculum standards for mathematics and to discuss with teachers in the 12 independent schools the implications for planning the curriculum, teaching, learning, and assessment.

b. Follow-on activities: focus groups, schools visits and classroom observations that take place regularly between and around the workshops mentioned in (a). 

c. School Support Organization contributions: each school is assigned an internationally-recruited school support organization that helps facilitate and/or mentor teachers in their daily classroom practice.

d. School-Based professional development: each school is expected to craft its own professional development plan that might vary in shape and style according to the school vision and resources.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study seeks to 1) describe and analyze this continuing professional development system, and 2) explore the availability of opportunities for mathematics teachers in Qatar’s new independent schools to learn and reflect on one’s own teaching practice. 

The results of the study will be presented to policy makers to inform their decision-making on improving the professional development system for mathematics teachers who will teach in Qatar’s new independent schools. 

In particular, this study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What are the opportunities offered by the continuing professional development system in Qatar for teachers to examine practices of teaching and learning mathematics?

2. What kinds of collaboration are practiced and encouraged in the independent schools in Qatar?

3. What do teachers learn from these different opportunities? In what ways are these teachers learning more about mathematics, about students’ learning of mathematics, and about the teaching of mathematics?

4. How do teachers use their learning of and from practice in their classroom? How effcicent do they implement new learning in their practice? 

PROCEDURES

To evaluate the continuing professional development system and answer the research questions this study will use a marriage of both experimental and ethnographic methodologies. Guskey’s model of professional development evaluation (Guskey,2000) will be used as a framework for data collection and analysis. The first four of his five critical levels of professional development evaluation will determine the scope of this study as such:

Level 1: Participants’ reactions: questionnaires are being administered and will be used to assess the teachers’ initial satisfaction with their experience with the different components of the system.

Level 2: Participants’ learning: paper-and-pencil instruments ( structured response sheets, and workshop activities reports), demonstrations (model teaching, simulations around the new skills), and participant reflections will be analyzed to assess the new knowledge and skills of participants. The workshops’ objectives outline the indicators of successful learning upon which each of the above research tools were based and developed.  
Level 3: Organization’s support and change: observation reports, minutes from follow on meetings, and structured interviews with participants and administrators will be used to determine the effectiveness of organization support and opportunities for teacher collaboration and learning from practice. 

Level 4:Participants’ use of new knowledge and skills: classroom observations, interviews, and participant reflections will be used to analyze the participants’ use of new knowledge and skills. Indicators of both the degree and quality of the implementation of new learning were specified based on the workshops objectives to guide the data collection and analysis at this level.

STUDY TIMELINE

This study was launched with the beginning of the current school year in August 2004 and is following the timeline below:

· First 5 days workshop: End of September 2004

· Second 5-days workshop: Beginning December 2004

· Third 5-days workshop: Beginning Mid-February 2005

· Follow- on activities: October 2004 through End of February 2005

· Schools visits and classroom observations: November 2004 through Mid-March 2005

· Data Analysis: October 2004 through Mid-March 2005

· Report writing: second half of March 2005
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