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Abstract: This paper contributes to the discussion of productive use of video cases in teacher professional development. The paper provides an analysis of two contrasting cases of using videos as a means of supporting the learning of a Professional Teaching Community (PTC) composed of middle-school mathematics teachers in the USA. Although my perspective is that of designing for the teacher professional development, I also focus on work environments within which teachers develop their practice. In particular, I focus on aspects of the environments that might be consequential for the constitution of activities in which teachers are required to analyze video cases in the PTC sessions. In analyzing aspects of teachers’ work environments, I utilize Hutchins’ (1993) construct of “horizon of observation.” Understanding gained from such analyses can contribute to the effectiveness of design for teacher educators aimed at supporting the development of PTC’s.
In this paper I present an analysis of the use of video cases as means of supporting the learning of a Professional Teaching Community (PTC). Using video cases in supporting teachers’ learning has been the focus of research by a broad body of researchers (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Bao, Lu, & Xia, 2004; Lampert & Ball, 1998; Marx, Blumenfeld, Krajcik, & Soloway, 1998; Schwartz, Brophy, Lin, & Bransford, 1999). These records of practice as captured in the cases help teachers and university collaborators “ground the conversation in ways that are virtually impossible when the referents are remote or merely rhetorical” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 17). However, this paper documents experiences with a group of middle-school mathematics teachers in which video cases did not always lead to significant teacher learning. To illustrate, I discuss two episodes from collaborations with teachers in which use of the same video at two different points in time led to qualitatively different learning opportunities for the teachers. The analysis of these episodes provided ways for the research team
 to understand what contributed to the difference in how the two activities were constituted by the teachers. I briefly discuss how such understanding can be useful in designing for supporting the learning of PTC.
Situating the case of working with teachers in the USA within the international study

It is not rare in the USA that teachers are working in environments that are less than optimally structured to support effective ongoing professional education and instructional improvement. The isolated nature of teaching perpetuated by the popular American maxim that “every teacher has to find his or her own style” works both against teacher learning and development of collective capability as a profession (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p.19). In addition, the ways in which high stakes accountability policies combine with little instructional assistance and support from schools or school districts, frequently constrain what teachers themselves perceive as possibilities for improvement in their instruction.

Part of our work in one such school district is devoted to exploring how can researchers with limited access to and influence over teachers’ work environments help the teachers establish and sustain PTC’s where productive ongoing teacher learning could happen. To this end, we engage in an endeavor of highly interventionist nature, where we aim consistently at perturbing teachers’ current views of their practice by engaging them in activities in which it would be possible for these teachers to exercise alternative perspectives on teaching and learning. Our struggle is with how to support these teachers in their learning of how to better support their students’ mathematical reasoning.

A case of using video

It is important to note that the goal of the research team was not to try to teach teachers how to analyze video.  It was instead to enable the teachers to engage in conversations about the students’ mathematical development and aspects of the teacher’s practice that would be supportive of such development. In this process, the research team conceptualized the video cases as records of practice that could help teachers ground their conversations and focus on the practice of teaching where students’ thinking is the basis of instructional decision making. 


The video-based case was first used on the second day of a three-day summer work session which occurred eleven months into the collaboration. Although the focus of discussions was on analyzing students’ reasoning, the teachers frequently brought up issues that the researchers found superficial, for example, size and furnishing of the classroom, number of students in the classroom, and students’ behavior. Not only did the teachers raise these issues during whole group discussions, but they also made private comments and jokes while the videotape was playing. Sensing this misdirection, the researchers attempted to renegotiate the norms for watching and analyzing video in the group. In a subsequent discussion, one of the teachers explained their reactions by pointing out that they had never had an opportunity to see someone else teach before. Other teachers acknowledged this fact. As the episode continued, the teachers were focused on issues related to discipline and process at the expense of teaching and learning. As an example, Rasheda made the following comment:

If I was an administrator here in Jackson Heights District – and I just look at some of my own evaluations – if I had the same lesson as (on this tape) I think I will have a score of 3 or 2 (on scale 1 to 5, where 5 is best) just for the… number of times that (the teacher) called females to participate… And if our principals were watching it (they would say to me) “Hmm, I don’t know, because everyone was not actively involved. Because you had some kids looking (around), had some kids leaning back, they weren’t… talking or anything but you can’t see them to be paying attention.” [Rasheda, 6-5-2001]

The perspective from which the teachers evaluated the video case was unexpected for the researchers. Though limited in terms of teachers’ learning about students’ reasoning, this activity proved to be a valuable resource for researchers’ learning about what is entailed in effective use of video.


Two years later, the same video episode was the focus of a session during a summer workshop. The goals for analyzing the video were the same – to focus on students’ learning and the means the teacher in the video used to support that learning. As the session began, the research team noticed that the teachers’ lens for interpreting the video had shifted significantly. They no longer looked at the episode from the perspective of how the teacher in the video would be evaluated by their administrators, nor did they criticize student behavior. Instead, analyzing video was constituted by the teachers as an investigative activity through which they could find answers to questions relevant to their teaching practice. For example, the teachers noted that the teacher in the video was asking clarifying questions and was working on creating a “safe” learning environment for students. This time, the teachers were evaluating what the teacher in the video was doing against a checklist of “good” reform practices. Since the teacher in the video satisfied many of their criteria, it soon became acceptable to look at her as at a model teacher from whom they were supposed to learn about general teaching strategies. 

However, the research team was systematically trying to orient the teachers’ attention to students’ engagement and their diverse ways of reasoning. From this perspective, the activity in which the teachers focused on what the teacher in the video was doing did not fully serve the intended purpose. Nevertheless, the nature of the activity changed from teachers voicing administrative concerns over teacher evaluation to genuine investigations where the teachers’ intention was to learn more about their practice. This shift was important given the overall orientation of our work with the PTC where we hoped to establish an environment in which teachers would pursue their professional learning.

Lens for Analysis

I now focus on aspects of teachers’ practice that contributed to the different ways in which the teachers engaged in analyzing video. In doing so, I make use of Hutchins’ (1993) construct of “horizon of observation.”

Hutchins employs the term “horizon of observation” to define the extent to which elements of a work environment are available as a learning context. This horizon of observation structures how completely novices or newcomers are able to see, hear, and participate in the work in question: its central tasks, tools and instruments, relevant categories and terms, and lines of communication. (Little, 2004, p.5)

Based on the teachers’ reports, “elements of the environment available as a learning context” for them in their school district were initially extremely limited. These teachers did not have an opportunity to see, and thus possibly learn from, other teachers’ teaching. The only context in which classroom observations were open as a learning context for the teachers were evaluative visits by school administrators. We could therefore better understand how the video activity was constituted by the teachers in summer of 2001 when we considered their horizon of observation, or which practices were made available for the teachers as a learning context in their school district. 

Before discussing the video activity that occurred in the summer of 2003, it is necessary to mention the developments within the PTC. It is particularly noteworthy that teachers took a stance of inquiry when engaging in activities that they found relevant to their instruction. However, analyzing developments in the PTC alone would not fully explain the change. To do so, I focus on the developments at the district level relevant in this respect. In the time between the two workshops, two district mathematics specialists began working with the teachers in the PTC. As part of their role, they made occasional drop-in visits in teachers’ classrooms and organized grade-level sessions focused on supporting teachers’ use of reform curriculum materials. It was during collaborations with the mathematics specialists, that the general teaching strategies aligned with reform-oriented teaching practice became available to teachers as a context for their learning. We conjecture that the teachers found examining practices of model teaching legitimate and relevant to their own classrooms since similar considerations were now available to them within their horizon of observation in their work environment. 

Discussion

In examining how the activity of analyzing video was established by the group of teachers at two different points in time, I discussed different learning opportunities that had arisen for the teachers and analyzed what contributed to those differences. The construct of “horizon of observation” enabled me to account for how the teachers’ opportunities for learning in their work environment were consequential in the constitution of activities within the PTC. Understanding this relation fundamentally influenced the research team’s planning. In particular, after learning more about teachers’ work environment, we were able to better anticipate teachers’ take on different activities. This enabled us to plan activities that were productive from the teachers’ perspective and at the same time furthered our research agenda. This endeavor resulted in the video activity during the summer of 2004 that provided opportunities for the teachers to analyze students’ reasoning and its development. 

A significant point in this paper is that the video was the same in the two episodes. This highlights the fact that video in itself does not carry meaning. Therefore, when using video in service of teacher professional development, care must be taken to attend to the different experiences and expectations of the participating teachers in order to create environments for their learning.
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