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Enginn slitur pau bond,
sem hann er bundinn heimahdgum sinum. Modir pin
fylgir pér & gotu, er pu leggur af stad at i heiminn,
en porpid fer med pér alla leid.

Ur borpinu eftir Jon ur Vér

Nobody tears those bonds,
which bind him to his roots. Your mother
takes you to the street, when you start out in the world,
but your village travels with you along the entire road.

From The Village by Jon ar Vor

English translation: Marshall Brement



AGRIP

Ritgerdin fjallar um kennaramenntun i fjarnami og kennaranema sem bua & landsbyggdinni og
kenna i grunnskolum par samhlida kennaranami. Vettvangur rannsoknarinnar var annars
vegar fjarnam vid Kennarahaskola islands par sem fylgst var med haskolanami kennaranema
og hins vegar strandhérad par sem lengi hafdi verid kennaraskortur en par var fylgst med
kennaranemum i skélum. Tilgangur rannsoknarinnar er ad varpa ljosi hvernig moguleikar
kennaranema til ndms og préunar tengist annars vegar skolunum par sem peir kenna og hins
vegar fjarnaminu. Eg kanna hvernig kennarnemar leera annars vegar starfid 4 vinnustad sinum
og hins vegar hvernig peir leera ad vera ndmsmenn og patttakendur i fjarnaminu. Einnig eru
skodadir peir moguleikar sem opnast med fjarndminu fyrir kerfisproun sem felst i samspili
skolanna og kennaramenntunarstofnunar & haskolastigi.

Byggt er a menningarsogulegri starfsemiskenningu sem kenningalegum grundvelli
rannsoknarinnar. Kannad er hvernig kennaranemar fara & milli starfsemiskerfa til ad athuga
hvernig peir kennaranemar sem starfa i skola samhlida fjarndminu hafa studning af
kennslustarfinu i ndminu og & sama hatt hvernig peir hafa studning af fjarndminu i kennslu
sinni. Starfssemiskenningin almennt og sérstaklega kenningin um vikkad nam innan hennar
gefur mér heildarramma sem nytist annars vegar til ad mynda og tulka gégn og hins vegar
fyrir annars konar skilning & alhafingarhugtakinu i rannsoknum sem tengist pvi hvernig
nidurstodur rannsokna eru notadar og sannreyndar med starfsfolki a vinnustooum.
Mothverfugreining, adferd sem proud hefur verid undir merkjum kenningarinnar um vikkad
nam, er notud til ad greina ndm einstaklinga i samhengi baedi vid adstedur i skolunum par
sem peir kenna og i fjarndminu par sem peir eru nemendur

Rannsdknarspurningarnar sndast um einstaklingsproun og kerfispréun. Rannséknin er gerd til
ad leida i 1jos svaedi mogulegrar préunar fyrir kennarnema Gt fra adstedum i skolunum
annars vegar og i fjarnaminu hins vegar. Einnig er spurt hverjir seéu préunarmdguleikar i
skélunum og héskdélanum sem stofnunum og nidurstddurnar varpa ljosi a moguleika fyrir
préun stofnanatengsla milli peirra.

Adferdin sem notud var til ad afla og mynda gogn byggdist & etnografiu. prir kennaranemar i
premur skélum voru valdir sem sérstok tilvik sem voru rannsokud i paula. Sex til sj6 viotol
voru tekin vid hvern peirra & medan vettvangsvinnan stéd yfir og eru pau meginuppistada
rannsoknargagnanna. Til vidbotar var fylgst med premur fjarndmskeidum & netinu og gerdi
vettvangsathuganir i nokkrum stadlotum peim tengdum. Namskeidin voru valin Gt fra pvi ad
einn af premur adalpatttakendum i rannsokninni veeri skradur i hvert peirra og i vidtélum vid
pa kom fram peirra sjonarhorn a proun nams og kennslu i fjarnaminu.

Med pvi ad greina samspil einstaklingsprounar og stofnanapréunar er varpad ljosi & hvernig
maoguleikar til ad leera ad vera kennari tengjast baedi skdlapréun i grunnskélunum og préun
fjarndmsins. Moguleikar kennaranema til nams, p.e. svaedi mogulegrar prounar fyrir pa, er i
senn had kerfispoun i skélunum par sem peir kenna og i fjarndminu i haskolanum par sem
peir stunda nam.

patttaka i fjarndminu getur verid badi hvetjandi og stydjandi fyrir kennslu kennaranemanna.
En hvernig peir gatu nytt sér fjarndmid til studnings i kennslu fer eftir adsteedum i skélunum
par sem peir kenndu. Nidurstddurnar gefa visbendingu um ad til pess ad styrkja namsferli
kennaranema i skolunum sé almennt porf fyrir prounarvinnu i peim skélum par sem peir
kenna a medan peir eru i fjarndminu.



I samfélagi fjarnemanna skipti moguleiki til félagslegra samskipta miklu mali. Til ad leera ad
vera patttakandi i fjarnami reyndist mjog aridandi ad leera ad bidja um hjalp, piggja hjalp og
leera ad vera hjalpsamur vid adra. Fjarnemar almennt, og peir sem kenna i sk6lum samhlida
naminu serstaklega, eru 6druvisi vidfang i kennaramenntun en hefdbundnir kennaranemar
sem leera til starfa &dur en peir byrja ad kenna. Taki kennaramenntunarstofnunin ekki mid af
pessu veldur pad truflun i nami fjarnema og stendur i vegi fyrir préun fjarnamsins.

Adferdafredin sem kenningin um vikkad nadm leggur til gerir rad fyrir ad nidurstodur
rannsokna gagnist til ad moéta hugtok og tilgatur sem nota megi i prounarvinnu. Hér & pad vid
um préun starfs i skolum med patttoku skolastjornenda, kennara, kennaranema og nemenda
sem og proun fjarndms med patttoku stjornenda i haskdlanum, héskolakennara og
kennaranema, svo og Vvid proun samstarfs skola og haskoéla a stofnanagrunni.

Nidurstodur benda til pess ad motun framtidarsynar sé mikilveeg til ad styra skolapréun. Fyrir
kennaranema sem eru ad lera ad vera kennarar i skdlum er framtidarsyn & lif nemenda
mikilveegur hvati til ad atta sig a hlutverki kennara og skola i menntun barna. Préun slikrar
framtidarsynar sprettur fram ur reynslunni af pvi ad vera kennari, veita nemendum athygli og
leitast vid ad koma til mots vid mismunandi parfir peirra. Vardandi proéun fjarnamsins i
kennaramenntun er lykilatridi ad upplifa porfina fyrir ad piggja hjalp og bregdast vid porfum
annarra i samfélagi fjarnemanna. Kennsluadferdir sem byggja a samvinnu styrkja naemi fyrir
gildi samhjalpar i samfélagi fjarnema. Mikilveegt er ad vikka ahersluna a 4byrgd, pannig ad til
vidbotar vid einstaklingsabyrgd sé 16gd ahersla & samabyrgd og nidurstédur rannsoknarinnar
beina athyglinni ad abyrgd skélanna og haskdlans sem stofnana.

Ohefdbundid form kennaramenntunar par sem namid a sér stad samhlida i skolum og
kennarahaskola gefur tilefni til ad kanna sameiginlegt vidfangsefni pessara stofnana sem
vardar miklu fyrir proun samstarfs skola almennt og peirra haskéla sem bjoda
kennaramenntun. Kennaramenntun er i senn akademiskt og starfstengt nam par sem badi
haskdlar og skélar gegna mikilveegu hlutverki. par af leidandi parf haskdlinn ad vidurkenna
mikilveegi skoélanna i kennarandmi og & sama hatt purfa skolarnir ad leera ad meta gildi pess
fyrir skolaproun ad kennaramenntun verdi hluti af starfsemi peirra.

Meginnidurstada ritgerdarinnar er ad kennaramenntun parf ad préa a grundvelli stofnana-
samvinnu & milli grunnskdla og haskola. Til pess ad slikt samstarf beri arangur parf i senn ad
beina sjénum ad einstaklingsabyrgd og samabyrgd beaedi i hopi kennaranema og
haskolakennara svo og ad sameiginlegri stofnanaabyrgd badi grunnskéla og haskdla.

Gildi rannsoknarinnar er tvipaett: Annars vegar er hagt ad nyta nidurstddurnar nd pegar til ad
bréa fjarndmid sem 6hefdbundinn valkost med samvinnu grunnskoélanna og kennaradeildar
haskdlans. Hins vegar er haegt ad taka upp adferdafraeedina sem gengid er Gt fra i ritgerdinni og
nota hana i annarri préunarvinnu par sem samvinna sem tengist sameiginlegu vidfangsefni
vinnustada og haskola er naudsynleg.



ABSTRACT

The thesis is about teacher education in a distance programme and student teachers who live
in rural Iceland and work in schools. A coastal region in rural Iceland that has long suffered
from a shortage of qualified teachers was selected as the site for studying schools and school-
based student teachers. The distance programme for compulsory school teachers in the
Iceland University of Education was chosen as the teacher education programme. The aim of
the research is to reveal the possibilities for learning and development for student teachers in
relation to their schools and to the programme. | explore how student teachers develop their
practice as individuals in their workplace and how they learn to participate as students in the
programme. Possibilities for system development inherent in the interaction of the schools
and the teacher education programme are also explored.

Cultural-historical activity theory is used as the theoretical framework in this study. Boundary
crossing between activity systems is explored in order to find out whether school-based
student teachers in the distance programme find support for from schools learning and from
the programme for teaching. Activity theory in general and expansive learning theory in
particular provide a comprehensive framework for generating and interpreting data, an
alternative understanding of what generalization means and how the results obtained from
using this framework can be used with practitioners in workplaces. Contradiction analysis, a
method developed within the framework of the expansive learning theory, has been used to
analyse the development of individuals in the context of the schools and of the distance
programme.

The research questions focus on individual and system level development. The research is
done to reveal the zone of proximal development for individual student teachers in the context
of the schools, for student teachers in relation to the distance programme, and for the schools
and the programme as institutions and for their inter-organisational relationship.

An ethnographic approach was used for accessing and generating data. Three student teachers
in three schools were chosen as specific cases for further study and six or seven interviews
with them during the time of fieldwork make up much of the data. | also monitored three
online courses in the distance programme and attended several face-to-face on-campus
sessions for observation. Each of the three main participants took part in one of the courses |
studied and were interviewed to gain their perspective on the courses.

The analysis reveals how developmental possibilities of individuals and groups were
intertwined with developments of the systems in which they participate. The possibilities for
development of the student teachers i.e. their zone of proximal development, are dependent on
system development in the schools and in the programme.

Participation in the teacher education programme could be both inspiring and supportive for
the work of the students as teachers. The way in which the student teachers could use the
programme as support for their work as teachers depended however on the conditions in the
schools where they were employed. My results indicate that to support the learning
trajectories of student teachers better in their home schools there is in general a need for
developmental work in the schools in which they are situated.

In the community of the distance learners the affordances of social mediation were
imperative. In learning to participate in the programme it was of crucial importance to learn to
ask for help, receive help and learn to be helpful to others. The lack of a system level response



to distance student teachers in general and to school-based student teachers in particular, as a
changed object in teacher education, caused disruptions and tensions, disturbing student
teachers’ learning and hindering programme development.

When using the methodology of expansive learning research findings are expected to be
useful in providing concepts and hypotheses that may be used in development work. This
includes the development of practice in schools among school leaders, teachers, student
teachers and pupils; in the university programme among programme leaders, university
lecturers and students and in school-university collaboration between institutions.

The findings suggest that the formation of visionary models for directing school development
is important. For student teachers who are learning to be teachers in schools it is important to
have a future vision of pupils’ lives as a motive when recognising the role of teachers and
schools in educating children. Development of such a future vision emerges from the
experience of being a teacher, paying attention to pupils and striving to respond to their
different needs. As for developing practice in university-based teacher education the key issue
is to experience the need to be responsive to the needs of others and receive help from others
in the community of the programme. Teaching methods based on collaboration support this
kind of sensitivity. Expanding the focus on individual responsibility so that it embraces
collective responsibility is important and the findings call attention to system level
responsibility of the schools and the university as institutions.

An alternative form for teacher education, where learning occurs simultaneously in schools
and in university, opens up an opportunity for exploring a shared object that is of value for
developing school-university partnership. The results reveal how teacher education
incorporates both academic and practical learning in which both the university and the schools
have a role to play. As a result the university should recognize the importance of schools with
regard to student teachers learning to be teachers. In the same way the schools should
appreciate the value for school development of including the education of teachers in their
activities.

A hypothesis to be worked with in inter-organisational developmental work is that in order to
develop the practice of compulsory schools and the practice of the university providing
teacher education, as interacting activity systems, individual and collective responsibility of
students and lecturers and system level responsibility of the university and the schools as
institutions is needed.

The value of this research is twofold. On the one hand the findings may be used immediately
in the development of the alternative model in school-university partnership. On the other
hand the methodology can be adopted for use in other developmental work where
collaboration on a shared object between workplaces and universities is essential.



I would like to dedicate my thesis to the memory of my beloved sister, Margret Vally
Johannsdattir, who died in her prime in 2006. She devoted her professional life to
preschools and to the care of young children.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 My origin and a short story of my educational journey

I was born and brought up in a small fishing village in the north coast of Iceland in the
middle of the twentieth century. At that time fisheries were being industrialised and
with a better economy the population of the town was increasing. The community had
ambitions for running a good compulsory school for educating their children and
youngsters and was keen on hiring qualified teachers. When | was little | wanted to
become a teacher. Teacher education was at that time on a college level and could be
entered when compulsory school had been finished at age of sixteen. Since the only
teacher college was situated in Reykjavik and did not offer a boarding house | continued
my studies in a general college or grammar school in a nearby town in the north after
finishing compulsory school. After four years there | went to Reykjavik to study at the
University of Iceland where | graduated with B.A. degree in Icelandic language and
literature with sociology as a second subject. To get teacher certification in lower and
upper secondary schools students were expected to take a one year certification
programme in addition to a bachelor degree. However, because of increases in the upper
secondary level there was a shortage of certified teachers and | was invited to take a part
time teacher job during my last year in the B.A. programme. During my first years in
teaching | took the obligatory courses for teacher certification bit by bit. Thus | learned
to be a teacher while working as a teacher and having access to the university

programme offering the academic part of the pedagogy.

When teaching Icelandic in upper secondary schools | was in touch with the Iceland
University of Education (IUE) since every now and then | had taught courses on writing
Icelandic and children’s literature. Also I was involved in some ICT projects concerning
education. When the B.Ed. teacher education degree programme was initially offered as
distance learning in 1993 | gained my first experience of distance teaching with a group
of women living and teaching in rural districts while studying for their teacher
certification. This quickened my interest in the affordances that the Internet and new
information and communication technology were opening up for access to education,
not least for women with family commitments, with limited possibilities to move to

Reykjavik where most higher education programmes were offered.



In 1996 | joined the graduate programme at the IUE, offered as flexible learning or a
blended mode of online and face-to-face sessions. I graduated in 2001 with a master’s
thesis titled: Let’s set the net to catch education. On learning theories and new media
and their effects on learning and teaching (Johannsdéttir, 2001) where | explored the
affordances of ICT in education. With my supervisor Solveig Jakobsdottir | had
participated in a small research project where stories from teacher educators were
collected on a website. The assumption was that through sharing their experience of
ICT teachers would find support for their professional development (Jakobsdottir &
Johannsdottir, 2001). After graduation | worked for one year as an adviser for teacher
educators at the university, supporting their use of ICT, especially for improving
distance teaching. Then | got the opportunity to work as a researcher and a project

coordinator at the Research Centre of the Iceland University of Education.

1.2 Origins of the study

In the spring 2003 | was in a group of researchers visiting schools in a sparsely
populated coastal district in Iceland looking for the ways in which schools and teachers
and their pupils were using information and communication technology. We had
received a grant from the national programme for information technology and the
environment (Icelandic: Markasetlun um upplysingatekni og umhverfismal) for the
years 2002-2005 for a research project on the use of information and communication
technologies in Icelandic schools. Our research questions focused on the consequences
of using ICT for students and for learning, for teachers and for teaching and for schools

as organizations.

During the visit | came to realize that in some of the schools several of the teaching staff
were enrolled in teacher education distance programmes. In addition, in some schools
student teachers had been regularly employed since 1993 when the Icelandic University
College of Education in Reykjavik first offered a full teacher education degree in a
distance programme. In one small school all the teachers had qualified as teachers
through the distance programme while a principal in another school lamented that
teachers without certification in his school had not yet been admitted.

Many of those who completed the distance programme early on later continued their
studies in graduate distance programmes, specializing in certain areas of the teaching

profession and becoming key players in the development of the schools. This sparked



my interest in the meaning and importance for the schools as institutions of having a
link to a teacher education institution, and for the professional and personal
development of teaching staff. | also wondered whether the university understood the
affordances of the distance programme for student teacher learning and school

development.

My childhood and school experience in a small fishing town similar to those I visited
influenced my interest in understanding the meaning and importance of the distance

programme for the education of teachers and pupils in the schools.
1.2.1 The rural perspective

In autumn 2000, when colleagues from North Norway were on a visit to Iceland an
agreement was made on developing collaboration between the Tromsg University
College and Iceland University of Education (changed name after merging with other
colleges, see Chapter 1.2.2). One common interest was rural education as related to
teacher education, and information technology as related to teacher education and rural
development. Sigurjon Myrdal, a senior lecturer who had been director of the distance
teacher education programme when it started, and | were the representatives from
Iceland. We initiated the collaboration with the representatives from Tromsg, Andrew
Kristiansen and Randi Skjelmo. Our collaboration developed into a larger project with
teacher educators in Luled in Sweden and in Tartu in Estonia. We formed a network
named Learning and Teaching in Rural Arctic, shortened to LATIRA, which remained
active until 2006. We made connections with the University of the Arctic where we
participated in a book project on ICT in education in the North, titled On top of It:
Overcoming the challenges of ICT and distance education in the Arctic (Pekkala et al.,
2004).

Both Randi Skjelmo in Tromsg and | were starting to focus on the development of
alternative teacher education planned for teachers in sparsely populated rural areas. We
started to collaborate on understanding the development of unconventional and more
flexible teacher education. Randi was researching the decentralised programmes that
had been offered by Tromsg University College for North Norway and | was focusing
on the distance education programme offered by Iceland University of Education. The
first steps in this research project resulted in two articles analysing the origins and
development of flexible, decentralised teacher education in Iceland and North Norway



(J6hannsdottir & Skjelmo, 2004; Skjelmo & Jéhannsdottir, 2004). We had been
admitted to doctoral programmes and started work on our Ph.D. dissertations, Randi
Skjelmo at the University of Tromsg and myself at the University of Iceland. Andrew
Kristiansen, also a member in the LATIRA collaboration, was working on his Ph.D.
dissertation on differentiation and social selection in elementary education as a question

of equal rights of pupils.

The three of us collaborated fruitfully within the LATIRA network with our common
interests in school development and the relationship of teacher education rural schools.
We all had some experience of small schools in sparsely populated areas in our
countries: the Norwegians as a teacher and a principal in a small village school in North
Norway, while I was brought up in such a village in Iceland. Since the situations in rural
Iceland and North Norway were in many ways similar, and we had been facing similar
challenges as teacher educators, we had a common interest in how teacher education
could be enhanced to better support the rural schools. Randi and Andrew both graduated
in 2007. Randi’s dissertation was titled Endringer i norsk allmennlaererutdanning - mot
en sterkere enhetlighet Desentralisert allmennlererutdanning i Nord-Norge 1979-2006
(in English: Changes in Norwegian teacher education — towards a stronger unity.
Decentralized teacher education in North-Norway 1979-2006) (Skjelmo, 2007),
Andrew’s dissertation was titled Lik rett til kunnskap. En epistemologisk studie av
tilpasset opplaering og social seleksjon i utdanning (in English: Equal right to
knowledge. An epistemological study of differentiated teaching and social selection in
education) (Kristiansen, 2007).

1.2.2 Focus and purpose of the study and emerging research questions

I was interested in exploring the significance for schools and their development of being
linked to teacher education over time. At the same time | wanted to explore the
significance for individual student teachers of working as teachers during their
university studies. | wanted to explore the possibilities for the potential development of
teacher education when the student teachers are simultaneously teaching in schools.
| felt it could be important, both for the university that provides a distance programme
for teachers and for the schools involved, to better understand the affordances and
constraints of such a partnership for student teacher learning, school development, and

development of teacher education.



When 1 first visited the rural schools the distance education programme had been
developing for ten years. The inception period is important for understanding the need
that brought about this alternative form for teacher education and in the thesis I will
account for that. However my main focus is on analysing the situation in 2003-2005 by
examining the learning processes of student teachers being simultaneously situated in
schools and enrolled in academic teacher education. Also | want to get a better
understanding of the interplay of student teacher learning and school development in the
schools where they teach. The purpose of this research is to better understand how this
connection between schools and university teacher education through school-based
student teachers may enhance both teacher education and school development.

1.3 The context of Icelandic teacher education

1.3.1 Teacher education in Iceland

The Iceland University of Education, primarily based in Reykjavik, traces its history to
the Icelandic teacher training college (Kennaraskoli islands) founded in 1908. In 1971 it
was upgraded to university level and became the Icelandic University College of
Education (Kennarahaskoli Islands). Until 1993 it was the only institution in Iceland
that educated compulsory school teachers and it still is the major centre for teacher
education in Iceland. Most of the time it has served mainly compulsory schools
(primary and lower secondary) while the education department at the University of
Iceland has, since 1951, served lower and upper secondary schools and offered shorter
(half or one year) teacher certification programmes for students who have completed

university studies through at least a B.A. or B. Sc. programmes.

From 1974 the University College of Education also offered certification programmes
for students with an art education or a journeyman’s licence in different trades. Those
programmes were planned as part-time, flexible studies based on the needs of the
relevant student groups (Kaaber & Kristjansdottir, 2008). Over time the certification
programme became open to all students, irrespective of their undergraduate education,
and is now offered as a distance programme with face-to-face sessions included
(blended mode).

The University of Akureyri has offered teacher education programmes since 1993 and

now its department of teacher education offers both undergraduate and graduate



programmes for compulsory and preschool teachers in addition to -certification
programmes. Since 2003 the University of Akureyri has offered distance programmes
for compulsory school teachers. Since 2000 Reykjavik University which is a private
university and the Iceland Academy of the Arts have offered certification programmes

for prospective teachers in secondary schools.

In 1998 the University College of Education (in Icelandic Kennarahaskoli islands)
merged with three other education colleges, those that had educated preschool teachers,
sports teachers and development therapists. The three colleges were thereby upgraded to
university level. The new organisation was known by the Icelandic name
Kennarahaskdli slands, the new English name was Iceland University of Education.
In 2008, after celebrating its one hundred year anniversary, it merged with the
University of Iceland and became the School of Education within the university

together with the former education department of University of Iceland.

1.3.2 Distance teacher education in Iceland University of Education

Origins
Throughout its history the Iceland University of Education and its forerunners had
obligations towards serving the need for educated teachers in sparsely populated

districts. In order to meet this need the university has offered several non-traditional

types of teacher education.

In 1979 it offered off-campus opportunities for people who had been teaching in
primary schools without formal education. The reason was the introduction of stricter
legislation on the professional rights of those holding teacher positions, as well as the
fact that up to 25 percent of teachers in primary schools were without formal teacher
education (Kristjansdéttir, 1992, p. 321). Teachers with reasonable experience could
complete formal teacher education in a flexible programme alongside their job, which
was organized so that they could fulfil their teaching obligations at the same time.
Teacher students met their lecturers for a maximum of eight weeks a year, and in-
between they studied at home corresponding by mail with the lecturers. It took students
two to four years (or more) to complete the certification programme depending on their
earlier education. The programme was considered a one-time opportunity for people
who had served mainly in rural schools. However, when the first group had finished the



programme the problem of teacher shortages in rural communities was still pressing.
The Iceland University College of Education responded to the continued demand for

flexible teacher education with a second off-campus group in 1988.

Self-studies played a crucial role in this form of teacher education, although gatherings
of students and teachers also played an important role. The fact that the student teachers
were at the same time participants in the working culture of schoolteachers was clearly
interpreted as a strength. This form of teacher education turned out to serve its purpose
well in rural areas. An informal survey conducted in 1990 on the 1979 group of
participants showed that up to 90 percent were still teaching and most of them still in

rural communities (Kristjansdottir, 1992, p. 322).

The launching of a full B.Ed. programme in 1993

This experience of a different, more flexible form of teacher education had been
positive. Teacher educators and the community recognized the potential of this form of
education. Since the problem of teacher shortages still existed in the rural areas the
school authorities and the teacher educators were facing the fact that the ‘temporary’
provision had to be replaced by offering alternative forms of teacher education on a
regular basis. In January 1993 the Iceland University College of Education thus
launched a full B.Ed. teacher education distance programme. During the early years of
the programme most student teachers generally held teaching positions in districts with
a shortage of certified teachers. A survey, conducted in 1996 as part of an evaluation
study on the first cohort (J. Jénasson, 1996, 2001), showed that about 90 percent of the
student teachers lived in rural areas, and nearly 90 percent were teaching alongside their
studies. The initiative and support of regional education offices played an important role
in realizing this alternative form of teacher education (for a more elaborated description,

see Chapter 5).

The 1993 setup assumed that student teachers would gather on campus in Reykjavik
several weeks a year during school holidays while the distance learning sessions
consisted of self-study with support from teachers via the Internet, mainly using email.
A little earlier grassroots movement of several teachers in small schools in sparsely
populated areas had initiated a project with the aim of connecting all compulsory
schools in Iceland to the Internet. The movement, formalized in the nationwide

Icelandic Educational network (ismennt) in 1992, was an important facilitator in



launching the distance programme in teacher education (Stefansdéttir & Myrdal, 1993)
(see Chapter 5). The Internet and computer technology developed fast and came to play

an increasingly important role in distance learning.

Changes in the situation in 2003-2005

Ten years after the inception of the distance programme the university had placed an
increasing emphasis on the compatibility of online and on-campus programmes, and
priority guidelines for admission had been abolished. Either programme, distance or

conventional, was by then offered to all applicants irrespective of residence.

Other changes in programme regulations have affected the situation of distance student
teachers. In1996 the management of schools was moved from the state to local
municipalities. Regional services were no longer under the Ministry of Education and
their role in teacher education has since virtually disappeared. The support of the
Iceland Educational Network (ismennt) diminished when taken over by the state in
1996, sold to a private company in 1999, where dedicated school services gradually
disappeared. Since the 1998 merger the focus was not only on educating compulsory
school teachers; distance education was also offered in the other faculties of the IUE.

In 2004 the percentage of distance students living in rural districts had decreased to 57
percent (Kennarahaskoli Islands, 2006), yet a survey from that year shows that 42
percent of distance student teachers were employed as teachers in schools alongside
their studies (Bjornsdéttir, 2009). Thus, despite the altered admission guidelines, the
programme still served rural communities and met the need for uncertified teachers to
gain a professional degree. This situation of student teachers being employed in schools

while studying is examined in this thesis.

With developments in information and communication technology online tools for use
in distance education have become essential parts of the programme. The course
management system used in most distance courses at IUE in 2003-2005 was WebCT.
Some teachers, however, were trying out different kinds of online tools, and email was
continuously used. Increasingly free online tools such as text chat (instant messaging)
became available for students to communicate amongst themselves. Some teachers
started to use audio files to deliver lectures through the use of PowerPoint with recorded
talk.



1.4 Structure of the thesis

Above | have described my background and interest in the research topic, provided a
short overview of teacher education in Iceland, and introduced the inception and
development of the distance programme for compulsory school teachers at the Iceland

University of Education.

The aim of Chapter 2 is to introduce my field of research by presenting the development
of alternative routes into the teacher profession. | will discuss how unconventional
models for teacher education have been developed, such as distance programmes for
meeting problems of shortage of qualified teachers and school-based models in response

to criticism of university programmes as lacking connections to real practice in schools.

Chapter 3 covers the theoretical framework used in my research presenting some central
concepts in the theories of Vygotsky and cultural-historical activity theory, especially
the approach taken by Engestrom in his expansive learning theory. The theories of
Vygotsky and Engestrom are intertwined with the development of appropriate research

methods.

In Chapter 4 | discuss shortcomings of traditional research paradigms from a cultural-
historical perspective and account for indicate how the activity theoretical framework
calls for a certain methodology. | explain the methods of the expansive learning theory

and how | will use them in my analysis.

The object of my study and the research settings/sites and a short description of the
programme are discussed in Chapter 5. I account for the selection of cases, preparation
of the empirical data, methods for generating and analysing data and the form of
presenting findings in accordance with expansive learning methodology. Finally criteria

for quality and ethical issues are discussed.

Findings are presented in Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9. In Chapter 6 the historical phase of the
distance programme is analysed by discussing the inception of the programme and the
experience of three school-based distance students enrolled in the first cohort. In
Chapter 7 the experience of the three student teachers of working as teachers while
learning to be teachers during the years 2003-2005 is analysed. In Chapter 8, three
courses taught during the spring term 2005 are described and analysed before analysing

the experience of the case study students who were enrolled in these courses.



In Chapter 9 the development of student teachers, the schools where they work and the
distance programme are examined in terms of how student teachers learn by
participating simultaneously in, and boundary crossing between, the schools and the
distance programme. The aim of the chapter is to explore the possible future
development of schools and teacher education in school-university collaboration. This
chapter has been published (Johannsdoéttir, 2010b) in the book Cultural-historical
perspectives on teacher education and development, edited by Viv Ellis, Anne Edwards
and Peter Smagorinsky, with an afterword in which Willem Wardekker discusses the

articles (Ellis, Edwards, & Smagorinsky, 2010).

Finally in Chapter 10, the implications of the results presented in Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9
are discussed with reference to the research questions. Inter-organisational boundary
work is presented as a form for developmental work where compulsory schools and the
teacher education could collaborate in developing teacher education as a shared
undertaking. The conclusion of the thesis is to propose this kind of work for developing
teacher education and as a result of the analysis | have generated concepts, hypotheses

and visions proposed as double stimulations for participants in such work.
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CHAPTER 2: ALTERNATIVE MODELS AND SCHOOL-UNIVERSITY
PARTNERSHIPS IN TEACHER EDUCATION

2.1 Introduction

The study is located within the research field of teacher education in general and
alternative forms for teacher education in particular. During the last few decades
education systems around the world have been facing problems of a shortage of
teachers. My focus in this research is on the relationship between schools and teacher
education institutions and possibilities for development when the form for teacher
education is calling for more school-university interdependence than in the conventional

pre-service model.

The purpose of this chapter is to relate my research issue to matters of concern in
teacher education that have called for alternative solutions, such as school-based teacher
education and distance learning which have been used separately or together all over the

world as deviant forms for educating teachers.

First 1 discuss problems related to recruitment of teachers and how open and distance
learning (ODL) have been used for responding to the lack of qualified teachers all over
the world and in Iceland when teacher education for compulsory school teachers
became accessible via distance in 1993. Problems related to quality of teacher education
and concern for how it affects the education of pupils in schools have called for more
school-based models as an option deviating from traditional academic teacher education
based in universities. This has led to development of different forms of school-based
models in partnerships between schools and universities. | present two well known
examples, one from the United States and one from England and Wales and discuss
empirical research on these partnerships which have revealed implications regarding the
role of theories used for underpinning their rationales and implementation. The chapter
rounds up by discussing the theoretical framework that seems to be suitable for

analysing school-university partnership in teacher education.

2.2 Distance education and school-based models as alternatives in teacher

education

In both developed and developing countries increased concern with teacher education is
related to the belief that education can enhance prosperity and development of societies

11



for wellbeing of citizens. The international community set the target of Education for
all in 2000 (UNESCO, 2000), which in turn highlighted the need to educate teachers,
the challenge being both to educate more teachers and upgrade the skills of teachers to

meet changing demands of their roles in a changing world.
2.2.1 Problems in recruiting teachers

Problems with recruiting teachers are a matter of concern worldwide. In the UNESCO
publication Global perspectives on teacher learning: improving policy and practice
(Schwille & Dembélé, 2007), the authors acknowledge the importance of good teachers
and the need for improving the way teachers are recruited and educated. They present
different models of teacher preparation and professional development of teachers. In
developing countries the teaching profession is quite diverse, with various levels of
preparation. Many teachers are recruited with little or no preparation for the job and
their positions are uncertain (ibid, pp. 40-41). Short term courses for preparing teachers
before starting to teach in schools have made it possible to increase access to primary
education in many developing countries. However shortcut practices for recruitment of
teachers are questioned, and pointed to the consequences it is bound to have on the

quality of children’s education as well as on the development of the teacher profession.

In Europe the issue of age in the teaching profession (30% of teachers older than 50 in
some countries) requires authorities to make teaching an attractive career choice, both
for young people and people considering a career change (Commission of the European
Communities, 2007, p. 10). Concerns about the attractiveness of teaching as a career is
discussed in the OECD report Teachers matter (OECD, 2005) where half of the 25
participating countries are seriously concerned about the supply of qualified teachers as

well as the image, status and salaries of teachers (ibid, overview, p. 3).

The need to educate more teachers has supported calls for development of alternative
routes into the teaching profession. Two alternatives have been used in both developing

and developed countries (Schwille & Dembélé, 2007):

e School-based apprenticeship programmes where student teachers learn on the

job.
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e Open and distance learning (ODL) which has been used for reaching
unconventional student teachers as well as opening up possibilities for different

forms for educating teachers.

2.2.2 Distance teacher education

Open and distance learning (ODL) is used as an umbrella concept for unconventional
and more flexible modes of education, which institutions are increasingly offering in
order to reach certain groups of students. These students want to be able to adapt their
studies to their particular circumstances, which may not allow them to attend traditional
courses offered at a specific time and place. The development of information and
communication technology has opened up various possibilities to respond to that
demand. Definitions of distance education and open learning, respectively, are
presented here for clarification:

Distance education has been defined as an educational process in which a
significant proportion of the teaching is conducted by someone removed in
space and/or time from the learner. Open learning, in turn, is an organised
educational activity, based on the use of teaching materials, in which constraints
on study are minimised in terms either of access, or of time and place, pace,
method of study, or any combination of these (Perraton, Robinson, & Creed,
2007, p. 14).

In the following distance education in teacher education will be discussed rather than

open learning as it is defined here.

Teacher education is offered via distance programmes all over the world, as two-thirds
of higher education institutions have offered some sort of distance programme for
teachers (Robinson & Latchem, 2003). Most countries with large populations make
extensive use of distance education, providing large-scale programmes to educate
teachers. Distance education has also been used in sparsely populated countries to
recruit potential teachers who, had they needed to move from their homes, would not
have enrolled in teacher education. Distance learning has been used to get more women
into teaching since globally the situation of women makes them more likely to choose
an education that enables them to stay with their families. Developing countries make
relatively more use of distance programmes for initial education where teacher shortage

is such a big problem that conventional education will not be able to deal with it.
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Distance learning has also been used to meet the need to upgrade qualifications of

teachers, i.e. providing in-service continuing professional development.

In some countries (China, Nigeria, South Africa) distance education for teachers is part
of the national strategic plan for teacher supply while in others it has been provided for
as an alternative (United Kingdom, Chile) or supplement (Brazil, India) (Perraton, et al.,
2007, p. 281). In both the United Kingdom and United States distance programmes have
been offered in response to problems with recruiting teaching staff (Robinson &
Latchem, 2003). Distance education programmes have been used to enable school-
based training of teachers focusing on the school as a site of teachers’ learning
(Perraton, et al., 2007; Robinson & Latchem, 2003). That was the way distance learning
was proposed in the initial distance programme in Iceland in 1993 where student
teachers in the distance programme were generally situated in schools suffering from a
lack of certified teachers (Stefansdottir & Myrdal, 1993). Distance learning as a strategy

for reform and change has been an underused opportunity (Robinson & Latchem, 2003).

Organisation and cooperation with local services

Distance education has been offered by traditional universities offering distance
programmes, special distance teaching universities, and in some cases special distance
teacher colleges (Perraton, et al., 2007, p. 287). Traditional universities have
increasingly offered online distance teacher education programmes for reaching new
teacher audiences (Robinson & Latchem, 2003). Thus they can use their resources and
infrastructure to offer additional courses via distance enabling them to respond to new
needs more quickly. Students generally follow the programmes mainly online, though
they may attend to shorter face-to-face sessions, which has usually been the case in the
teacher education programme at the Iceland University of Education (now the
University of Iceland School of Education) (Jakobsdottir, 2008). Initial teacher
education programmes are often organised in partnership with local schools and district
education services, in which teacher education providers negotiate delegation of
responsibilities. This is of a particular relevance regarding practice teaching and its

assessment.

In programmes of scale the organisation and management of practice teaching poses a
major problem both of organization and cost. Moon and Robinson (2003) argue that

provision of local support is essential for the success of programmes that have to rely on
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partnerships for student teachers’ practical learning, and they point out that the
complexity and time and cost of managing these relationships are often underestimated
(ibid, p. 81). This includes providing training for the partnership personnel, both school
mentors and other facilitators. In the case when distance student teachers are school-
based and enter teacher education with some teaching experience this problem is
reduced (Moon & Robinson, 2003). In the initial distance programme for teachers in
Iceland this was presumed to be the case, though later it was opened to all applicants,
regardless of experience of teaching (Johannsdéttir & Skjelmo, 2004; Stefansdottir &
Myrdal, 1993).

Summing up advantages of using distance programmes in teacher education

In areas where a lack of qualified teachers is an ongoing problem distance learning,
supported by mass media or ICT, has the advantage of quickly reaching numerous
teachers and there is evidence of its positive impact. In addition, distance programmes
reach new and maybe different entrants into the teaching profession; distance students
tend to be older and access for rural inhabitants is easier. Teachers who have graduated
from distance programmes tend to remain longer in their jobs and since keeping

teachers can be a problem this counts as a benefit.
2.2.3 School-based teacher education

Global interest in improving the outcomes of school systems have made reforms in
teacher education a debated political issue and authorities worldwide have strived for
changing and improving teacher education in hope of enhancing the qualifications of
their citizens, in turn affecting the competitiveness of their societies (Garm & Karlsen,
2004). However, although the importance of teacher education in acknowledged, there
appears to be no agreement on how much and what kind of formal preparation is
needed, and where and how to acquire it. There are:

competing views on the importance of subject matter, pedagogy, knowledge of
students, etc; the problematic relationship of theory and practice; disagreement
over what teachers learn best from experience (Schwille & Dembélé, 2007, p.
27).

Teacher training programmes in general have been criticized for poor quality and

inadequate time for school experience, as well as for weak integration of theory and
practice. There have been disbeliefs in education departments in universities (Kennedy,
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1999; Schwille & Dembéle, 2007) and the benefits of traditional teacher education
institutions having a monopoly on educating teachers have been doubted. Traditional
teacher education has been criticized for a lack of connection to school needs and a lack
of continuity between initial teacher education and in-service professional development
(Commission of the European Communities, 2007; OECD, 2005).

Many have pointed to the need to reconceptualise the traditional structure of initial
teacher education and the need to make teacher education more flexible (OECD, 2005;
Perraton, Creed, & Robinson, 2002). It has been suggested that school-based teacher
education offers better integration of theory with practice through on-the-job learning
(Robinson & Latchem, 2003, p. 33). School-based teacher education has been organised
both for meeting the need for more flexibility and enabling recruitment of more diverse
student teachers and in response to criticism of insufficient relation to school practice in
university departments. Moon and Robinson (2003) describe the benefits of distance

education for school-based student teachers and argue that:

if well designed, [school-based teacher education] increases the chances of
programmes being relevant to the practicalities of teaching, strengthening the
relationship between theory and individual practice and offering an important
means of influencing classroom practice and school improvement (Moon &
Robinson, 2003, p. 89).

School-based apprenticeship programmes are known, both in industrialized countries
and the developing countries, as an alternative route into teaching where there is a
shortage of teachers. Schwille and Dembélé (2007) suggest that apprenticeship models
are especially suitable for practicing teachers who have been hired because of a teacher
shortage and need a proper education to meet qualification standards in their countries
(ibid, p. 45).

In the US the programme Teach for America has been developed to recruit bright young
students with an undergraduate degree into teaching. They sign a contract for a two-year
teaching commitment and get five weeks of preparation during the summer before they
enter schools as teachers. The way in which they are supported in the schools differs a
lot and in many cases they are supposed to enrol in a certification course once they have
started to teach (Schwille & Dembélé, 2007, p. 44). In the developing countries on-the-
job learning has been used to meet the shortage of teachers. New teachers get just a few

weeks of training before they take on responsibility for school classes. In many cases
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the model can be described as ‘sink or swim’ where the novices work in circumstances
where they can not rely on the support of more experienced colleagues.

Most schools may not be appropriately resourced as training sites, lacking both
qualified teachers and enough teaching and learning materials. Nor do staff
necessarily see their role as including training new teachers and they are
unlikely themselves to have any training as trainers (Lewin and Stuart, 2003: xx
quoted in Schwille & Dembélé¢, 2007, p. 87).

As a matter of fact, in the developed countries student teachers also experience ‘sink or
swim’ in both the apprenticeship model and in practice teaching modules in
conventional programmes.

2.2.4 The importance of practicum in teacher education

The McKinsey report (Barber & Mourshed, 2007) draws attention to the fact that all the
best performing school systems in the world integrate practicum into their programmes

and have been increasing and improving support for novice teachers.

Despite the evidence, and the fact that almost every other profession conducts
most of its training in real-life settings (doctors and nurses in hospitals, clergy in
churches, lawyers in courtrooms, consultants with clients) very little teacher
training takes place in the teacher’s own classrooms, the place in which it would
be precise and relevant enough to be the most effective (Barber & Mourshed,
2007, p. 27).

Boston in the US, England, Finland and Japan are taken as examples, each with
different models. In Boston a two-year graduate programme for teachers has been
developed in line with a medical-residency model. After six-weeks of summer school
teacher students enter an apprenticeship in schools where they work with experienced
teachers four days a week and spend one day on coursework. During the second year
they work as teachers supported by a mentor two and a half hours per week. The
mentors are specialized and hired as full-time mentors, each with several student
teachers (ibid, p. 29). In Japan the pre-service education does not include practicum but
the first year of teaching involves intense training to develop practical skills with one-
on-one guidance up to two days a week. In these educational systems the importance of
getting an opportunity to learn to become a teacher through guided participation has
been prioritised, and the authors of the report claim that results measured by pupils’

performance on standardized tests have revealed its effectiveness (ibid, p. 26-31).
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2.3 Partnerships between universities and schools

The development of new models in teacher education has directed attention to the
relationship between schools and teacher education institutions. In distance teacher
education higher education programmes have to rely on partnerships with schools for
the practicum. In school-based models cooperation is needed between a university
programme where the student teachers are enrolled and schools where they are situated
for coordination and compromise on dividing or sharing responsibility. Here two
examples of partnerships that have influenced the international scholarly discussion on
development of teacher education will be presented before presenting and discussing

some empirical research on such partnership models.
2.3.1 Professional Development Schools (PDS) in the US

In the US the diminishing belief in the usefulness of university programmes for teacher
education has led to the closing of educational departments, e.g. the University of
Chicago closed its education department in 1997 (Kennedy, 1999, p. 29). For defending
the education departments a special kind of schools, Professional Development Schools
(PDS), were established, designed to be collaborative partners of the universities
(Holmes Group, 1990, 1995; Mayes, 1998; The Holmes Partnership, 2007). The schools
were intended to bridge the gap between schools and educational departments, and build
new ways of knowing and knowledge in teaching (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). The
aim was to promote collaborative research between teacher education departments in
universities and schools, in order to encourage in-service teacher development and
improve pre-service teacher education (Mayes, 1998). Thus the professional
development schools were meant to serve as a place of internship for pre-service
teachers, for continuous in-service teachers’ professional development, and for
development of school practice in general (Hallinan & Khmelkov, 2001; Holmes
Group, 1990). They were implemented by school-university partnerships and by 2006
over 1000 schools had been established in the US (Darling-Hammond, 2006, 2005).

Darling-Hammond (2006, 2005), one of the designers of professional development
schools, says that although not all of them have been successful, and the partnership can
be difficult to enact, there is growing evidence of the possibilities inherent in this
approach. Others are more critical and claim that rigorous research is needed to evaluate
whether the PDS live up to their promises (Hallinan & Khmelkov, 2001). Several
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studies have been conducted and evaluation research has shown evidence of positive
effects on pre-service teachers, as they enable them to better integrate theory and
practice than in traditional arrangements and to get more varied experience of practice.
There was some evidence of positive effects on in-service teacher development but very
little on the success of partnerships of schools and universities in collaborative research
(Mayes, 1998).

The PDS have been criticized for being a top-down initiative that have had little impact
on the gap between theory and practice, and may even have widened the gap between
schools and higher education institutions by favouring the educational departments
(Mayes, 1998). Their ideology has been criticised for being conservative, historically
de-contextualized, and for not making explicit their theoretical background. Implicitly
though their approach seems to be based on constructivist theories, reflective
practitioners, and situated learning theories stressing the role of communities of practice
and collaboration (Edwards, Gilroy, & Hartley, 2002; Mayes, 1998).

2.3.2 Partnerships in England and Wales

In 1992 the Department for Education in England and Wales promoted a new national
policy in teacher education, where teacher training programmes were to be run as
partnerships between schools and higher education institutions; schools and universities
were supposed to share responsibilities for educating teachers. (Furlong, Barton, Miles,
Whiting, & Whitty, 2000). The change was initiated through governmental intervention,
and implementation was monitored by central control. The partnerships in England and
Wales have developed to become multiple arrangements where not only higher
education institutions work in partnerships with several schools, but also schools work

in partnerships with several higher education institutions (Edwards & Mutton, 2007).

The reforms are still another example of the tendency towards school-based training,
enhancing the role of schools and reducing the role of higher education institutions in
educating teachers (Furlong, 2002). The move towards more school-based teacher
training was also grounded in criticism and a diminishing belief in the potential of
universities to provide a suitable education for teachers as well as better integration of

theory and practice.
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These changes towards more school-based teacher training in the 1990s have been
thoroughly researched. Two big research projects conducted in the years 1991-1996
revealed that the partnership of schools and universities had been organized in various
ways and different models had significant implications for the roles of schools and
teachers (Furlong, et al., 2000, p. 77). Partnerships per definition are expected to
involve some degree of joint responsibility. In analysing the different models the
researchers identified two ideal-typical forms of partnership, showing possible
relationships of schools and higher education institutions. In the complementary

partnership

the school and the university or college have separate and complementary
responsibilities but there is no systematic attempt to bring these two dimensions
into dialogue (ibid, p. 78).

In the collaborative partnership there was a

commitment to develop a training programme where students are exposed to
different forms of educational knowledge, some of which come from school,
some of which come from higher education or elsewhere (ibid, p. 80).

Furlong, et al. (2000, p. 98) claim that the complementary model was the one implicit in
the policy, while the collaborative model was being promoted in the professional

literature.

The policy assumed the partnership to be a joint responsibility of schools and higher
education. Generally the schools were willing to take on more responsibility to support
student teachers’ development of practical competence in teaching, but the majority of
the schools involved were unwilling to take on a more substantial role. In effect,
surveys revealed that teachers in the schools were more active in the role of guiding the
practice of student teachers, who spent a substantially greater part of their study time in
the schools than before. Management of courses, including organization of school-based
work, continued to be the responsibility of the university. In very few cases the schools
were given autonomy to act as equal partners (Furlong, et al., 2000). In most cases the
partnerships turned out to be higher education led models, based on contracts with the
schools to provide resources in setting up learning opportunities for student teachers.
The accountability of quality control and assessment continued to be within the higher

education institutions, which often used explicit competency frameworks to define what
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students should learn. Even the responsibility for the practice preparation of teachers
remained with the higher education institutions.

The experiences of student teachers enrolled in partnership programmes had by and
large been positive, and they felt that they were well prepared for teaching since their
training had been more closely tied to the reality of schools. They had also spent
substantially more time in schools. Even if it was led by the higher education tutors the
planning of the practice was better aligned to the situation in the schools, so the reforms
resulted in better connections between higher education tutors and school realities. How
this is developed depended on which kind of partnership was established between the
schools and the higher education institutions. Furlong, et al. (2000) argue that the
challenge of the partnership reform will be to draw schools and teachers into the process

of teacher training in a more systematic and structured manner (ibid, p. 117).

Research on teacher education in the partnerships programmes in England and Wales

The two examples from the UK and US draw attention to the importance of making the
theoretical background for reforms explicit, both at the policy level and the level of
implementation. Anne Edwards and her colleagues have conducted extensive research
on the execution of the partnership models in England and Wales (Edwards, 1995,
1997, 1998, 2005a; Edwards & Mackenzie, 2005; Edwards & Mutton, 2007; Edwards
& Ogden, 1998; Edwards & Protheroe, 2003, 2004). These researchers have taken the
opportunity of the radical reforms in teacher education in the 1990s to examine what is
central in teacher education, raising questions about the nature of teachers’ knowledge
and how it is acquired and used. At the same time they have been examining the
usefulness of different theoretical approaches in analysing the relationship between
schools and teacher education in higher education institutions. Since this relates directly
to my research interest | devote more space here in presenting and discussing the

research of Anne Edwards and her colleagues although also referring to others.

The studies of Edwards and colleagues have focused on how student teachers learn
when situated in schools (Edwards, 1997; Edwards & Protheroe, 2003), how school-
based mentors function in their new roles, and the effects of schools as activity systems
upon their possible actions (Edwards, 1998; Edwards & Protheroe, 2004). They have
been concerned with the relationship of the schools and universities in the partnerships,

where they argue for the need to take the complexity of the school-university
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relationship into account for the benefit of the partnership model to appear (Edwards,
1998; Edwards & Mutton, 2007). The place of theories has been examined, both in the
government’s reform documents, and in the implementation phase. The way in which
the implicitness of theories cause trouble and constrain the potential benefits of the
promoted changes have been analyzed. This shows that a lack of explicit theoretical
underpinning is a problem that may be damaging the education of both student teachers
and pupils in the schools and they worry the potential of the partnership models is not

being used to benefit the learning of the student teachers and in turn the learning of the

pupils.
2.3.3 Implications concerning the place of theories in partnerships

Furlong et al. (2000) pointed out that the policy of the reformers stressed competencies
of student teachers as measured by standard-based outcomes. However, teacher
educators continued to focus on the reflective practitioner, which had been a dominant
ideal model of professionalism before the reforms. The notion of the reflective
practitioner is based on the theories of Schon (1987) on reflection-in-action, suggesting
that learning may be enhanced by making knowledge in action explicit through
deliberation and reflection. The conception is based on an idea rooted in constructivism,
that knowledge is constructed by inquiry in and on practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,
1999). In an early publication Edwards (1995) observes how the managerial model
inherent in the policy, stressing performance of student teachers checked by centrally
controlled inspection, is at odds with the discourse of higher education lecturers, who
continue to work with psychologically framed pedagogical models for developing
student teacher professionalism. The intentions behind the partnership models are to
enhance teacher professionalism, and thereby pupil learning, while a different
understanding of professionalism is likely to cause problems if not made explicit. The
idea of improving student teacher learning by spending more time in schools could be
grounded in theories of workplace learning (Lave, 1997; Lave & Wenger, 1991) but
since this is not explicit the potential of the school-based learning is underutilized.

The apprenticeship model for learning has generally been promoted with reference to
theories on situated learning and participation in communities of practice (Lave, 1997;
Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). School-based teacher education has a theoretical

foundation, explicit or implicit, in situated learning theories and in theories of guided
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participation developed by post-Vygotskian socio-cultural theorists (Edwards, 1998;
Rogoff, 1990; van Huizen, van Oers, & Wubbels, 2005). In light of these theories
professional learning, such as teacher education, is best conceived of as participation
evolving into social practice. Student teachers are presumed to develop practical skills
by induction into communities of practice guided by experienced teachers.
Van Huizen et al. (2005) present three paradigms that have been used to underpin
teacher education i.e. competency-based teacher education, the personal orientation to
teaching and the paradigm advocating reflection and inquiry and claim that their impact
has remained limited. They suggest that a Vygotskian perspective offers a more
comprehensive paradigm for teacher education by integrating valuable elements of the
other paradigms concentrating “on the connection between individual functioning and
development and the sociocultural practices in which the individuals take part” (ibid, p.
271). They emphasize that in learning to work as teachers it is important that student
teachers have an opportunity for close interaction between assigning meaning and

realizing meaning in action. This means that

teacher-education programmes will have to shape their interaction between the
reflective inquiry involved in assigning meaning to teaching and the practical
activity in which these meanings have to be realized (ibid, p. 285).

Developing teacher education from a Vygotskian perspective calls for a focus on the
relation between the pedagogy supporting the professional development of student
teachers and the institutional conditions needed for realizing it. This has implications for
the organisation and implementation of teacher education in schools and universities

and should focus attention on the importance of their relationship.

Edwards and colleagues (1998; 2003) argue that the use of theories for underpinning
teacher education in partnership models is problematic and claim for instance that
support for student teachers is in general not guided by the situated learning theories.
Student teachers do not get an opportunity to be peripheral participants who gradually
become acculturated into the community of practice and develop towards professional
practice. Instead of having the opportunity to be learners in the schools they are
expected to act as teachers from the day they enter the classroom (Edwards, et al., 2002;
Edwards & Protheroe, 2003, 2004). A relatively narrow view of mentoring directed the
mentors’ efforts in supporting student teacher performance in delivering the curriculum

without being concerned with either learning of pupils or student teachers (Edwards,
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1998, p. 59). Edwards and Protheroe (2003) suggest that the notion of professional
preparation as knowledge to be applied limited the way mentors were acting. If it were
informed by theories of guided participation the expertise of experienced teachers could

be better exploited.

Conflicting ideas disturbing practice in schools

One of the reasons for this kind of arrangement in teacher training in schools is that
practice in schools is governed by the traditional paradigm of curriculum delivery, and
thus mentors are held accountable for assessing student teacher performance in
curriculum delivery. Another reason is that when student teachers enter the classroom
they are to present themselves as teachers and not learners in order to have status and
authority with regard to the pupils. In addition the role of mentors is complicated
(Edwards, 1998; Edwards & Protheroe, 2004) as they now have the twofold task of
being responsible for teaching both pupils and student teachers. The responsibility for
the performance of pupils makes them choose to keep the class on track rather than

taking any risks with experiments with the student teachers:

in England and Wales, one can see how mentors are being placed in an
impossible position as guardians of school standards while giving up their
classrooms for the trial and error learning of student teachers, and this issue
deserves more exploration (Edwards & Protheroe, 2003, p. 240).

The outcome-based criteria, for assessing the performance of both student teachers and
pupils, make the end performance more important than the process of learning, which is
in strong contradiction with the situated learning approach. While the assessment is
based on individual performance the theories of situated learning focus on the
community and how it supports individual induction:

in England, we have a participatory programme of learning through experience,

sustained anachronistically by an application of knowledge to practice model of
support (Edwards & Protheroe, 2003, p. 238).

Thus the new policy is in practice translated into an old model of internship, where
student teachers teach in a prescribed way and follow the mentors’ plans. The mentors
observe student lessons and discuss them afterwards with the student teachers. This

kind of practice seems to be a recipe for induction into the status quo.
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Cultural-historical activity theory as a framework for analysing school-university
partnership

In their research Edwards and colleagues have applied cultural-historical activity theory
as developed by Engestrém, founded on the work of Vygotsky and Leontiev (Cole &
Engestrom, 2007; Engestrom, 1987, 1999a). Within cultural-historical activity theory
the unit of analysis is an historically evolving activity system. The approach allows for
analysis of the interaction of individual and systemic development (Cole & Engestrém,
2007; Engestrom, 1999a). Edwards et al. (2002) emphasize the value of the activity
theory framework for identifying how affordances for actions are distributed
differentially across activity systems that are apparently similar, such as schools and
classrooms, thereby urging us to be aware of how learners in different systems have
different opportunities for actions. This calls for organizational analysis alongside a

focus on individual learning processes.

The activity theoretical approach opens up an understanding of the interplay of the
individual and systemic level in development, and explains how the reforms in teacher
education need to be incorporated into schools as activity systems. Edwards et al.
(2002) discuss the need to rethink the school-university relationship and suggest that in
partnership models initial teacher education would need to be incorporated into the

pedagogical goals of schools.

Partnership for enhancing school development and teacher education

As for the relationship between universities and schools, Edwards (1998) discusses the
need to reconsider the relationship of the systems involved in partnerships in order to

make use of benefits for enhancing both school development and teacher education:

schools would need to accommodate the structural implications of a whole
school commitment to initial teacher training, while universities would be
obliged to examine the impact of schools as sites of knowledge production on
how they work with teachers in their continuing professional development
(Edwards, 1998, p. 59).

In fact neither policy makers nor schools and higher education institutions seem to have
been concerned with the potential for school development inherent in the partnerships.
Although not explicitly stated in the reforms the possible benefit of the joint
responsibility has been recognized by researchers that have focused their research on

implications in partnerships and the issue of boundary crossing between schools and
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teacher education programmes (Edwards & Mutton, 2007). Edwards and Mutton (2007)
discussed research on the nature of the role of the school-based co-ordinators of teacher
training, especially regarding how they work with the universities as partners, focusing
on their work on the boundaries of the two systems involved, i.e. their boundary
crossing. They draw on third generation activity theory as developed by Engestrom
(2001) where he proposes two interacting activity systems to be the minimal unit of
analysis and puts forwards ideas on boundary crossing in inter-organisational
development. Edwards and Mutton (2007) argue that this theoretical perspective has
been helpful to shed light on the complexity of the school-university relationships. They
suggest that in developing teacher education, analysis from the perspective of cultural-
historical activity theory could be used to perceive the possibilities of teacher education
in networks of training providers, including both schools and higher education

institutions.

2.4 Summary

A lack of qualified teachers is a problem in many countries and governments worldwide
are concerned with the quality of teacher education and how it affects the quality of
teaching in schools. In addressing these problems alternative routes for recruiting
teachers have been explored. Distance education is one such approach, based on its
potential to bring more and different populations into teacher education programmes,
such as women in sparsely populated regions. Rapidly developing online technology
holds promise for that purpose as well as for upgrading teachers’ skills in continuing
professional development. School-based programmes are also suggested where there is
a shortage of qualified teachers and schools have to employ teachers without
certification. In such cases distance learning may be used for giving students access to
teacher education programmes for acquiring professional qualification which was the

idea behind the first model for distance teacher education launched in Iceland in 1993.

Concern about the quality of teacher education in university departments where the gap
between theory and practice is supposedly too wide has resulted in more emphasis being
placed on strengthening the connection of teacher education to schools. From a
Vygotskian perspective it is important for student teachers to get an opportunity to
realize the meaning they have assigned to teaching by realizing it in practical activity in

school. As a part of promoting school-based models in teacher education, different
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forms of partnership models have been experimented with, such as in the US and in
England and Wales, where policy reforms have assumed that schools should take
responsibility for teacher education in partnership with university departments. The
implementation of these partnerships has been carefully researched especially in
England and Wales. Results reveal implications concerning the place of theories, both
in the policy documents, and in the implementation of the changes in schools and in

teacher education programmes.

Theoretical approaches for analysing teacher education in partnerships have been
developed in research conducted by Anne Edwards and colleagues. They suggest that
cultural-historical activity theory provides powerful tools for research into school-
university relationships by enabling analysis of the interplay of individual and system
development and boundary crossing between systems. Activity theoretical analysis has
opened up understanding of possibilities for reform and development in school-
university partnerships. Since my research interest centres on these issues, cultural-
historical activity theory seems to be a suitable theoretical framework and therefore |
present some key elements of the theory useful for my research in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: VYGOTSKY AND
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL ACTIVITY THEORY

3.1 Introduction

In the thesis I want to improve understanding of student teachers’ learning trajectories
when teacher education is planned in a distance programme and the student teachers are
situated in schools while studying in an academic programme. When student teachers
are simultaneously participating in both systems while learning to be teachers attention
Is drawn to the relationship of these institutions and | am interested in the develop-
mental possibilities and reforms on a system level that may be inherent in the

relationship.

For doing that | need a theoretical approach that allows me to analyse the learning of
individuals in the institutions in which they act, i.e. the schools and the university
programme. | intend to analyse the development of practice in both systems and how
individual learning and development of systems are related. The extensive research of
Edwards and colleagues on similar matters (see Chapter 2.3.3), coupled with their
suggestion of the potential inherent in cultural-historical activity theory for studying the
relationship of schools and teacher education, has supported my choice of theoretical
framework for this study.

In this chapter | present the historical foundations of cultural-historical activity theory
and those aspects of the theory that I will be using in the thesis. At the core of cultural-
historical activity theory is the idea that individual human beings are simultaneously
shaped by, and are shapers of, their environment. The theory has its roots in the theories
of Lev Vygotsky and his colleagues Alexei Leontiev and Aleksander Luria, who were
active researchers in Moscow in the first decades of the Soviet Union (Cole &
Engestrom, 1993; Engestrom, 1999a; Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punaméki, 1999).
Characteristic for this approach is a view of historical development as following certain
laws driven by internal contradictions (Blunden, 1997). The theory strives to overcome
the either/or dichotomy (Cole & Engestrom, 2007), which has for a long time been
inherent in Western thinking, by emphasizing the importance of examining the unity of
mutual relations between individual and society. Vygotsky (1978) put forward the

understanding that psychological functions of individuals originate in their participation
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in society, which in turn is used by the individuals to act upon their environment and

change it, thus emphasizing the dialectical relationship between man and society.

It is important to understand the fundamental components of Vygotsky’s theories, as
they are the foundation on which cultural-historical activity theory has been developed.
Cultural-historical activity theory highlights historical development of human life, and
therefore | find it appropriate to trace its historical roots and gain an understanding of
the social and cultural circumstances out of which it grew. This chapter is therefore
divided into two main chapters: the former on Vygotsky and the aspects of his theories
that are deemed pertinent, the latter on the development of cultural-historical activity
theory with special regard to the contribution of Yrjoé Engestrom, shaped through

developmental work research in Finland (Engestrom, 2005a).
3.2 Vygotsky and his theories

3.2.1 Educational background

Vygotsky was born in Byelorussia in 1896 and majored in history and philosophy. It is
important for the future development of his theories to keep in mind his interest in
philosophy and to recognize that he was well versed in the writings of Russian and
European philosophers of his time. After graduating from Moscow University in 1917
with a final thesis on Shakespeare’s Hamlet he worked as a teacher for a few years and
was a prominent leader in cultural life in Gomel, Byelorussia. During that time he began
carrying out research in psychology and education, in addition to lecturing on those
topics. His doctoral thesis in 1925, The Psychology of Arts, combined his study of
literature and his growing interest in psychology.

During the period of his active interest in issues of art reception Vygotsky
moved from the position of literary critic, who could claim the relevance of the
recipient’s subjective understanding of the message, to that of a scientist, who is
concerned with discovering general laws by which a human being encounters
such a complex cultural invention such as literature (van der Veer & Valsiner,
1993, p. 34).
As a university student Vygotsky became interested in the work of the philosopher
Spinoza. Influences from Spinoza’s theories, or relations to them, can be traced in
Vygotsky’s theories. There are two important characteristics of Vygotsky’s theories that
seem, to a considerable extent, to be derived from Spinoza. Namely, a holistic or

monistic view, seeing the individual and his or her environment as a whole, and an
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emphasis on the individual’s rational understanding of his interaction with the
environment. Spinoza emphasized the capacity of human beings to understand their
passions and gradually learn to control them, as well as arguing for the role of
intellectual tools.

Both thinkers [referring to Spinoza and Vygotsky] displayed a certain degree of
rationalism, or intellectualism, that is, both shared the ideal of rational man
whose intellectual functions (speech, thinking) controlled to a large degree the
whole personality (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, p. 240).

Spinoza argued for a monistic view of soul and body, considering them not to be
separate entities but two aspects of the same substance. Vygotsky also argued for a
monistic view of the unity of soul and body, and both disagreed with Descartes who
promoted a dualistic view, claiming soul and body as existing independent of each other
(van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, p. 246). Spinoza was a rationalist interested in
understanding the relationship between the individual and the environment, and argued
that the better people understand how the social and natural environment acts upon them
and shapes them, the more freedom we acquire. He saw free creative activity as a
prerequisite for that kind of rational understanding. This line of thinking is also
prominent in Vygotsky’s theories. Spinoza had a vision of completeness and wrote
about the whole being connected to the parts, just as the parts are connected to the
whole. This holistic understanding was characteristic of Vygotsky’s research. Bakhurst
(2007) argues that ‘Vygotsky’s ideas draw much of their power from their rationalist
heritage’ (p. 51), which can be traced to the ancient Greeks, but among the most
influential modern rationalists were Descartes, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, and Marx (ibid, p.
58).

3.2.2 Vygotsky and the dialectical perspective

At the heart of Vygotsky’s theories is the dialectical perspective on development, based
on Hegel and Marx. His intention was to integrate Marxist and Hegelian traditions
(Langford, 2005, p. 81). Hegel was an idealist who saw the self as the main motive
force in development and argued that the self begins by being conscious of the
environment and then of itself (ibid, p. 37). In his understanding man and reality shape
each other, and in that process experience plays a key role (Skirbekk & Gilje, 1999, p.

479). To put it simply, Hegel’s dialectic is about how historical development proceeds
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when a thesis calls for its opposite or antithesis, and that antithesis in turn delivers a
new theory, which is the synthesis of the former two (ibid, p. 484). Dialectic, as a
discourse in order to improve understanding, was for Hegel a way to understand
historical development. It is a mode of thinking to improve consciousness of how
concepts are used and is intended to uncover phenomena as they appear in an everyday
context. Hegel argued that the motivation for development of thinking is the desire to
improve existing perspectives or world views. In doing so looking for defects is a
necessary step to be able to improve the situation or transfigure it (German aufheben).
For Hegel, the German concept aufheben involves breaking away from the constraints
of a situation, but nonetheless preserving those factors that function well, and in turn
transforming the situation into a higher level form. This approach aims at holistic
understanding, e.g. thinking about action directs the mind to the actor performing the
action, motives and tools used (Skirbekk & Gilje, 1999, pp. 485-486).

Marx argued that Hegel’s idealism needed to be transformed to materialism, thus
suggesting that the development of the material reality (production/economy) is the
main force in development. The material reality is the fundament for the human
condition, which in turn is conceptualized as a superstructure, including culture in a
wide sense. Marx viewed man as being creative and free by nature. His work advocated
a dialectical relationship between knowledge and work. Work as a social activity is an
important force in development and there is a connection between knowledge, work,
and development. The dialectical interchange between man and environment explains
how the development moves forward when

advanced forces of production cannot operate within social relations of work
that are appropriate for the forces of production at an earlier stage (Langford,
2005, p. 159).

By advanced forces of production Marx was referring to

the degree to which tools and technology have advanced and the skills and other
psychological characteristics of the labour force that are applied to them (ibid, p.
159).
Thus Marx introduces the relationship between tools and skills. In the industrial society
work has transformed the environment in such a way that man no longer has power over

production, but production acts on the man as an independent power.
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Inherent in the dialectical method is that all phenomena are studied as processes in
motion. Engels put forward theories on how humans, by using tools, affect their
environment and change its nature, and at the same time transform themselves (Cole &
Scribner, 1978). In accordance with the tradition of Marx and Engels, Vygotsky
comprehended individual development as rooted in society and culture, and recognized
the role of tools in development of humans and human societies (ibid, pp. 6-7). From
Marx and Engels Vygotsky inherited the vision of the importance of agency for people,
based on a belief in their potential for liberating themselves from natural and social
constraints.

The image of man that derives from his [Vygotsky’s] theory is that of man as a
rational being taking control of his own destiny and emancipating himself from
nature’s restrictive bounds (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, p. 191).

The next section discusses how Vygotsky developed his school of cultural-historical
psychology from the background described above, taking as a point of departure central

concepts he developed as building blocks for his theories.
3.2.3 Central concepts in Vygotsky’s theories

In this section I present some of the main concepts in Vygotsky’s theories, which are
relevant for analysis of my data and are important for the aspects of cultural-historical
activity theory that | apply. | start by discussing tools and signs as artefacts for
mediation. Then | turn to mediation by social practice, social mediation, which relates
to the concepts internalization and externalization. The importance of agency is briefly
touched upon before presenting the important Russian concept perezhivania, translated
as experience emphasizing emotions. The role of ideal forms in human development is
discussed, as is the well-known concept zone of proximal development. Finally

Vygotsky’s theory on the relationship of everyday and scientific concepts is presented.

Mediation — tools and signs

Mediation is a central concept in Vygotsky’s theories (Daniels, 2001; Wertsch, 2007).
It is used to explain that human interaction with the world, both natural and cultural, is
indirect or mediated. A characteristic of the development of human societies is that
people constantly invent new tools for use in their activities to make their actions for

survival easier. This means that people use mediators of some kind to act upon their
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physical and social environments. As actions are mediated by tools it affects the way
people participate and act in their community and in fact change the task.

Engels put forth the theory of human labour where he explained how people use tools to
master and/or change nature and in doing so are themselves transformed (Cole &
Scribner, 1978, p. 7). Vygotsky’s important contribution was to develop Engels’ idea
and open up an understanding of how use of signs in human culture may be understood
in a similar way.

Like tool systems, sign systems (language, writing, number systems) are created
by societies over the course of human history and change with the form of
society and the level of its cultural development (Cole & Scribner, 1978, p. 7).

Whereas tools are artefacts used to bring about changes in the physical environment,
signs are psychological tools used to direct the mind and behaviour of the sign-user
(Daniels, 2001, p. 15). In the same way as tool use changes labour activity, the use of
signs changes the psychological structure of an individual’s mental functions (Wertsch,
2007, p. 179). While tools are externally oriented, signs are internally oriented
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 55). The tools and the signs act as mediators between the subject
and the object (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, p. 220). On these grounds Vygotsky
came to criticise the behaviourist research model, based on stimulus and response, for
not taking into account that in human society actions and communication are always
mediated through signs or tools (Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 30-40) (Figure 3.1).

Mediating artifact

Subject = = Object

Figure 3.1 (A) Vygotsky's model of mediated action and (B) its common reformulation (a copy from
the web of CRADLE)

The essential difference between instrumental psychological acts and labor
operations is that signs are intended to control the psyche and behaviour of
others and the self, whereas tools are employed to master nature or material
objects (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, p. 220).

Vygotsky claimed that while the use of tools has played an important role in the history

of man’s control of the physical environment, the use of signs has played an important
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role in man’s control over the self. He emphasized that ‘tool and sign are mutually
linked and yet separable in the child’s cultural development’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 54).
The mastering of nature and the mastering of behaviour are mutually linked, just
as man’s alteration of nature alters man’s own nature (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 55).
Vygotsky saw language as being the most influential sign system man has invented, and
by studying children’s use of language it was possible to explain its role in human
development.

The specifically human capacity for language enables children to provide for
auxiliary tools in the solution of difficult tasks, to overcome impulsive action, to
plan a solution to a problem prior to its execution, and to master their own
behaviour (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 28).

Further research on children’s use of signs, especially as an auxiliary tool for memory,
underpinned Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory of human development, which
differed radically from existing theories in the field. As signs and sign systems are
undoubtedly of social origin, the importance of the socio-cultural environment in the
mental development of children could be explained, as well as how it is related to
biological development.

Within a general process of development, two qualitatively different lines of
development, differing in origin can be distinguished: the elementary processes,
which are of biological origin, on the one hand, and the higher psychological
functions, of socio-cultural origins, on the other. The history of child behaviour
is born from the interweaving of these two lines (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 46).

Vygotsky’s research on how children’s use of tools and signs develops with age
revealed the crucial role of signs as an auxiliary stimulus for human beings to control

their lives and conditions.

Because this auxiliary stimulus possesses the specific function of reverse action,
it transfers the psychological operation to higher and qualitatively new forms
and permits humans, by the aid of extrinsic stimuli, to control their behaviour
from the outside. The use of signs leads humans to a specific structure of
behaviour that breaks away from biological development and creates new forms
of a culturally-based psychological process (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 40).

Livingstone (2006) explains that the central feature of Vygotsky’s approach is that it is
simultaneously instrumental, cultural, and historical. The cultural heritage of mankind
means that children are born into a world equipped with artefacts, such as technical
tools, and sign systems, such as language. Developing as a human being involves

learning to use these artefacts, which in turn act on the psychological functions, and
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open up the possibilities for people to create and contribute to the development of their

environment, including the cultural artefacts.

Social mediation — internalization — externalization

I am interested in analysing what the school-based student teachers learn in the
programme and how they can use it to contribute to the school practice, and vice versa
how their experience from the schools may be used to contribute to development of
learning practice in the programme. Vygotsky’s theories on the relationship of
internalization and externalization in human learning and development are suggested to

be appropriate for that kind of analysis.

Hegel had put forward the role of social mediation in the development of cognition
from elementary functions into higher functions of thought and complex use of concepts
(Langford, 2005, p. 161). Besides sign and tool mediation other human beings may also
serve as mediators between individual and environment in human actions (Daniels,
2001, pp. 17-19). Thus the culture as social environment is a mediator in people’s
actions, since their actions are embedded in the culture and are bound to be interpreted
via the culture in which they are situated.

Vygotsky (1978) used the concept internalization to explain how knowledge gained by
experience of participating in human society is transformed into psychological functions
in the individual’s mind. His research on child development led him to the important

conclusion put forward in the frequently quoted citation:

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first on the
social level, and later, on the individual level; first between people
(interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological) (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 57).

The conclusion that all mental functions are first experienced socially (Moran & John-
Steiner, 2003) has been influential in pedagogy and will be discussed later. Vygotsky

argues:

The internalization of socially rooted and historically developed activities is the
distinguishing feature of human psychology, the basis of the qualitative leap
from animal to human psychology (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).
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The dialectical perspective on development is in turn reflected in the concept
externalization, which is used to explain how individuals use their psychological

capacity to act upon their social surroundings and change them.

Internalization is related to reproduction of the culture; externalization as
creation of new artefacts makes possible its transformation (Engestrom &
Miettinen, 1999, p. 10).

Figure 3.2 is a visual representation of how Vygotsky’s sees personal and cultural

developments to be dialectically interwoven.

Individuals are born into a given culture of their time and participation in their social
environment is a prerequisite for their psychological development. Participation
involves interacting with other people and learning to know and use tools and signs of
that culture, such as language. Development of individual personality is based on
internalization of cultural tools and social interactions (Moran & John-Steiner, 2003, p.
63).

Internalization is not the grafting of a culture onto a personality but an

engagement with existing cultural resources, which lead to newly realized
aspects of the self (Moran & John-Steiner, 2003, p. 63).

Externalization is to be understood as individual creative participation in culture. Just
like individual development depends on participation in social life, so too is

development of culture dependent on the creative contribution of individuals.

Externalization is the construction and synthesis of emotion-based meanings and
cognitive symbols. Once expressed, these meanings and symbols are embodied
in cultural artefacts — creative products — that endure over time to be used by
future generations. The dynamic constructions that result from externalization
are materialized meanings, composed of shared ideas, beliefs, knowledge,
emotions and culture (Moran & John-Steiner, 2003, p. 63).

Vygotsky’s theory on mediated activity means that in the process of internalization an
individual must be actively engaged in interpreting the social world, and in the process
of externalization actively engaged in transforming the social world through actions.
This is the basis for Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. The emphasis placed on
externalization indicates the importance of active participation of humans in their
cultures, and the importance of the concept of agency in Vygotsky’s theories (Daniels,
2001, pp. 44-45).
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Experience and emotion

Vygotsky’s concept of experience is helpful for understanding how the student teachers
experienced participation both in the community of the programme and their home
schools and the importance of taking this into account in analysis. Moran and John-
Steiner (2003) have developed a visual representation based on Vygotsky’s dialectical
conception of development and creativity (Figure 3.2). Experience is a key concept for
individual development. The concepts artefacts, tools, and signs are important for
social/cultural development, the concepts meaning and sense demarcating the social and
the individual reminding us of how personal experience plays an important role when
individuals make sense and derive meaning from their relationship with the
environment. The English word experience, or sometimes emotional experience, is used
to translate the Russian concept perezhivanija, although it does not capture its exact
meaning, which comes closer to the German word erleben or lived experience (in
Icelandic upplifun) (Vygotsky, 1994). The lived experience plays an important role in
linking the inner self to the outer self in the transformative processes of internalization
and externalization. This linking is dependent on the use of signs, particularly the use of
language (Langford, 2005, pp. 108-109).

The influence of the environment upon an individual at a given time in his development
depends on the kind of emotional experience he encounters (or experiences) in his
engagement with it. Vygotsky was keen to find out how to study the role of the
environment in development, and proposed that emotional experience could be seen as a
prism through which an individual refracts the environment. He reiterated the
importance of dynamic and relative interpretation of the environment, and how different
aspects of human development are in different relations with the environment
(Vygotsky, 1994, pp. 346-347).

we are always dealing with an indivisible unity of personal characteristics and
situational characteristics, which are represented in the emotional experience
[perezhivanija] (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 342).

Emotional experience involves a unity of personal and environmental features and may
therefore be used to examine the relationship between people and their environment
(Moran & John-Steiner, 2003, p. 77).
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Figure 3.2 A visual representation of Vygotsky’s dialectical conception of development and
creativity (modified from Moran and John-Steiner 2003, p. 64).

Agency

The fact that human beings have invented tools to aid their activities affects the way
they participate and act in their communities. Consequently people must be regarded as
agents, as their possibilities for participation in activity depend on agency and freedom

of action. However, agency is not equivalent to ‘free will’.

Agency is always and everywhere constrained by social groupings, material and
symbolic resources, situational contingencies, and individual or group’s
capabilities and so on (Lantolf & Torn, 2006, p. 238).

In other words, agency is contingent upon people’s competence, as well as their socio-
cultural circumstances, which make actions possible or prevent them. It revolves around
the relationship between the individual and the social, which is constantly renegotiated.
It is the primary focus of activity theory because it helps explain people’s actions and
the reasons for them (Lantolf & Torn, 2006, pp. 238-239). Focusing on subjects’ agency
means investigating their potential for enacting ‘free will’ in their activities. Vygotsky’s
approach connected human freedom to mediation by cultural artefacts, tools, and signs,

and emphasized how agency and tool-mediated actions were interrelated (Yamazumi,
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2007, pp. 20-22). The concept of agency focuses the attention on how the potential of
human freedom may be enhanced by configuring settings in the socio-cultural
environment, thus providing people with access to cultural tools, enabling them to cope

with constraints in their immediate situations.

The importance of people’s agency for functioning in socio-cultural settings requires us
to look at constraints or affordances for student teachers’ participation in their home

schools and in the programme.

Ideal form

The importance of the concept of the ideal in changing practice and development directs
attention to the role of visions and future models in reforming practice. In examining the
role of environment in child development Vygotsky starts out by asking what is specific

about the relationship between environment and child development, and concludes that:

in child development that which is possible to achieve at the end and as the
result of the developmental process, is already available in the environment from
the very beginning (Vygotsky, 1994, pp. 347-348).

Language is a good example of this, as it exists in an ideal form in the child’s

environment and as such it acts as a model for a child that is learning to speak.

The greatest characteristic feature of child development is that this development
is achieved under particular conditions of interaction with the environment,
where this ideal and final form (that form which is going to appear only at the
end of the process of development) is not only already there in the environment
and from the very start in contact with the child, but actually interacts and exerts
a real influence on the primary form, on the first steps of the child’s
development. Something which is only supposed to take shape at the very end of
development somehow influences the very first steps in this development
(Vygotsky, 1994, p. 348).

The concept of the ideal is important in dialectical historical materialism. Marx explains
how the ideal form distinguishes human activity from that of animals by comparing the
bee and the architect when building a cell. The architect has an image of the cell in his
head before he starts constructing whereas the bee acts on instinct. The images in the
heads of social human beings are the ideal forms that direct their work (cited from
Marx’s Capital and Ilyenkov in Jones, 2001). Ilyenkov, who has written most
thoroughly on the ideal within activity theory (Jones, 2001; Davydov, 1999), explains

the ideal as the subjective being of the object, and Marx explains it as the material
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transposed into the heads of people (Jones, 2001, p. 289). Vygotsky stresses the
material origin of the ideal when he says:

An ideal or final form is present in the environment and it interacts with the
rudimentary form found in children, and what results is a certain form of activity
which then becomes a child’s internal asset, his property and a function of his
personality (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 353).

Davydov (1999a) addresses the need to take theories of the ideal into account when
activity is analysed since people’s ideal images, that is their possibility to foresee the
outcome, always play an important role in the activity process. He argues that people’s
internal images, needs, and goals can be united in the concept ideal, which he defines in

the following way:

The ideal is the existence of an object in the phase of its formation, in the
subject’s activity manifesting itself as a need and a goal (Davydov, 1999a, p.

50).
Jones (2001) gives an overview of the ideal as a concept in cultural-historical activity

theory and explains how its importance relates to understanding the interactions of

human minds with activity. Jones says:

We must study how and why it is that in the course of the social production of
objects to satisfy their needs, people also produce a whole world of special
objects, termed ideal (Jones, 2001, p. 286).

Jones suggests that it may be ‘easiest to think of it initially as the idea, the conscious
goal or aim that people work towards and realise in the course of labour activity’ (2001,
p. 287). It is also important to understand how the ideal originates in material
production, developing dialectically through an interaction of the material and the ideal.

There is, then, a dialectic of ideal and material in human social production. The
ideal exists within material production as a ‘nonmaterial image’ dialectically
reacting back on its material matrix, the whole process realising itself in a cyclic
or spiral movement (cf. llyenkov 1960/1982) in which the material is idealised
(translated into symbols, images) and the ideal in turn is converted back into
matter (Jones, 2001, p. 307).

Van Huizen, van Oers, and Wubbels (2005) claim that, from a Vygotskian perspective,
ideal forms are based on values and goals attached to the core activities in an activity
system. Ideal forms direct the subjects and mediate their actions on the object of

activity. They may enhance understanding of people’s relation to their environment and
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the motives of their activity. Van Huizen et al. argue that Vygotsky’s concept of zone of
proximal development pre-supposes the presence of ‘ideal forms’ (2005, p. 274).

Everyday concepts and scientific concepts

In analysing the learning of student teachers, situated in schools while studying in the
university programme, the theory of the connection between academic and practical
knowledge is highly relevant, especially the later addition to Vygotskian theory
emphasizing the importance of linking the theoretical to the procedural. This
interrelation of academic and practical knowledge is also useful in understanding the
interaction of schools and teacher education institutions on a systemic level, through
focusing attention on what kind of theoretical knowledge is needed for developing
practice in schools, and what kind of knowledge of practice in schools is needed for

developing theoretical knowledge in the university department.

It is characteristic of Vygotsky’s methodological approach to focus on the inter-
functional relation between two phenomena, e.g. between tool and sign, thought and
language, natural maturation and cultural development (Kozulin, 1986). This method
was also used when exploring the relationship between developments of scientific
concepts with that of everyday concepts. The broader context for his study on this
matter was to understand better the relation between school instruction and mental
development (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 174).

Everyday concepts derive from everyday personal experience, they are tied to
situations and practice and are unsystematic, often unconscious, and may be
misconceptions (Karpov, 2003; Vygotsky, 1986).

Scientific concepts represent the generalization of the experience of humankind
that is fixed in science, understood in the broadest sense of the term to include
natural and social sciences as well as the humanities (Karpov, 2003, p. 66).

On the basis of their research Vygotsky (1986, p. 205) and his collaborators confirmed
that the difference between scientific and everyday concepts is an absence of system in
the latter. Everyday concepts play an important role in school learning (education), for
in order to learn scientific concepts everyday concepts must have reached a certain
level. It may be compared to learning a second language, where a solid competence in
the mother tongue is the basis on which a second language is founded. In the same way
as the mother tongue is the mediator for learning a second language, everyday concepts

function as mediators for learning scientific concepts. Learning a second language
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enhances people’s consciousness and understanding of their own language by making it
more abstract and generalized (Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 160-161). Vygotsky argued that
similar relations exist between scientific and everyday concepts and that ‘...the new

higher concepts in turn, transform the meaning of the lower’ (ibid, p. 202).

In the scientific concepts that the child acquires in school, the relation to an
object is mediated from the start by some other concept. Thus the very notion of
scientific concept implies a certain position in relation to other concepts, i.e. a
place within a system of concepts. It is our contention that the rudiments of
systematization first enter the child’s mind by way of his contact with scientific
concepts and are then transferred to everyday concepts, changing their
psychological structure from the top down (Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 172-173).

Everyday concepts (sometimes called spontaneous concepts) develop by everyday
experience whereas scientific concepts are learned systematically where some kind of
instruction plays a leading role. Because of the importance of instruction in acquisition
of scientific concepts Vygotsky was concerned about the practical importance of
studying their relationship to improve understanding of the relationship between
instruction and mental development in general. His research resulted in the following

conclusion:

The formal discipline of scientific concepts gradually transforms the structure of
the child’s spontaneous concepts and helps organize them into a system: this
furthers the child’s ascent to higher developmental levels (Vygotsky, 1986, p.
206).

Karpov (2003) explains the idea Vygotsky put forward in the theory plainly:

Students are taught scientific concepts in the course of systematic instruction
and acquire them consciously and according to a certain system. Once scientific
concepts have been acquired, they transform students’ everyday life knowledge:

The students’ spontaneous concepts become structured and conscious (Karpov,
2003, p. 66).

By learning scientific concepts students get a tool by which they mediate their tasks, in
a way that frees them from their immediate personal experience and makes it possible
for them to approach a task theoretically. A ‘... reflective consciousness comes to the
child through the portals of scientific concepts’ (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 171) making
children able to better control their behaviour by logical thinking. They have acquired a
tool they can use to break away from the constraints of an immediate situation (see also
Chapter 3.3.3 where Vygotsky’s suggestion of double stimulation by providing

instruments for breaking away from such double bind situations is discussed).
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Karpov (2003) discusses the role of Vygotsky’s doctrine of scientific concepts and
covers the shortcomings of Vygotsky’s theory on this matter, the most serious being his
underestimation of procedural knowledge. This has been worked on and improved by
his Russian followers, who emphasized that in order to function as mediators in
learning, scientific concepts have to be supported by procedural knowledge in the
relevant subject domains (Karpov, 2003, p. 68). Pure verbal knowledge based on
definitions of concepts, which often is the case in traditional school instruction, is

insufficient.

Zone of proximal development

In analysing the development of individual student teachers when practicing in schools
the zone of proximal development reminds us of the importance of affordances for
social practice and collaboration with more developed professionals in schools. In the
same way social practice and professional guidance are important for supporting

individual learning in the programme.

Having realised the social nature of human development VVygotsky became critical of
how child development was assessed. He argued that traditional methods, which
investigate the potential of children by testing them individually to find out what they

are able to do on their own, are insufficient because:

what children can do with the assistance of others might be in some sense even
more indicative of their mental development than what they can do alone
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 85)

This is especially relevant when studying the relationship between learning and
development and is of crucial importance for education. Vygotsky suggested that
research should focus on what children are capable of in real situations where they are
supposed to perform tasks with the help of what the environment affords: tools, signs,
and other people. This kind of research resulted in the concept zone of proximal

development, which Vygotsky defined in the following way:

It is the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers. [...]
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The zone of proximal development defines those functions that have not yet
matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that will mature
tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).

Through his research Vygotsky was able to enhance understanding of the
developmental possibilities underway in the child and how the environment could be
organized to make it flourish. This was a radical shift from a former belief where
education was supposed to adjust to the stage of the child’s development as traditionally
evaluated (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1993, pp. 336-341). Vygotsky argued that by doing
so teaching and learning is oriented towards a developmental stage the child has already
reached. He suggested that the notion of zone of proximal development enables us to
understand how education may be organized to stimulate development (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 89).

We propose that an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of
proximal development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal
developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is
interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90).

According to Vygotsky human development originates in social interaction. Therefore
the key to enhancing individual development lies in affordances in the social
environment. The zone of proximal development, was meant to explain why teaching
should be directed towards maturing psychological functions rather than towards those
already developed (Chaiklin, 2003, p. 57). It is therefore important for educators to
understand the relation between maturing functions and the social situation for
developing new formations, and to move to the next developmental stage in a given age
period. In order to evaluate the developmental stage of an individual child, assessment
should be focused on what the child is capable of in natural social settings, because
what she is able to do with assistance today she will be able to do by herself in the
future. This is based on Vygotsky’s theories, which assume that performance in social

settings precedes internalization.

Now the attention will be turn to some aspects in development of cultural-historical
activity theory, especially the approach developed by Engestrom who has expanded the
use of Vygotsky’s concept of zone of proximal development into analysing collective

system level development. Since | am keen on exploring possibilities for system
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development in schools and teacher education and its interplay with individual
development this theoretical aspect is highly relevant.

3.3 Cultural-Historical Activity Theory; a theory in development

3.3.1 Introduction

Cultural-historical activity theory as a theoretical paradigm has its origins in Russia in
the wake of the revolution in the 1920s and 1930s, where Vygotsky and his colleagues,
the most prominent being Alexei Leontiev (Leontiev, 1978) and Aleksander Luria
(Luria, 1976), were working on the project of developing a Marxist theory of human
and social development (Engestrom, Miettinen, et al., 1999; van der Veer & Valsiner,
1993). Their research was originally focused on child development and the psychology
of learning. The name cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) brings together the
theory developed by Vygotsky, who called his theory cultural-historical theory, and the
theory developed by Leontiev, who is considered the founder of activity theory.
Recently Cole and Engestrom (2007) have insisted on the importance of looking at
these two threads together. Since the ‘basic impulse underlying a CH/AT approach is to
reject this either or dichotomy’ (ibid, p. 485), Vygotsky and Leontiev should be
regarded as adherents of the same school, where different emphases in their

contributions have complemented and enhanced the development of the theory.

Researchers continued after Vygotsky’s death to develop the cultural-historical and
activity theories in the Soviet Union, mostly within psychology and child development,
focusing on play and learning and teaching in schools (Engestrom, Miettinen, et al.,
1999). The theory started to spread in the West when the foundations were published in
English; Thought and language by Vygotsky in 1962, Cognitive development. Its
cultural and social foundations, by Luria in 1976 and Activity, consciousness, and
personality, by Leontiev in 1978. The first international congress for research in activity
theory was held in Berlin in 1986, and the following year an international scientific
society (ISCRAT, later changed to ISCAR — International Society for Cultural and
Activity Research) was founded (Engestrom, Miettinen, et al., 1999). The theory has
since then been applied in diverse fields of research, such as second language
acquisition (Lantolf & Torn, 2006) and use of computer technology (Kaptelinin &
Nardi, 2006), all the while being developed further. Since the foundation of the theory,

deriving from both Marx and Vygotsky, was that practice is essential for testing and
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improving theory, it should be no surprise that it has been greatly used in intervention
research for developing practice (Cole & Engestrom, 2007).

Yrj0 Engestrom and his colleagues at the Center for Activity Theory and
Developmental Work Research (from 2009 called CRADLE, Center for Research on
Activity, Development and Learning) at the University of Helsinki have been
developing the use of activity theory to support development of work practices
(Engestrom, 2005a; Engestrom, Lompscher, & Rickriem, 2005). They call their method
developmental work research, which is a mixture of workplace research and
developmental projects, where interventions aimed at developing work practices are
implemented and studied, and new forms of work are theorized (Engestrom, 2005a;
Engestrom, Lompscher, et al., 2005). Engestrom has contributed to the development of
the theory, especially with his theory of expansive learning (Engestrém, 1987, 1999b),
the usefulness of which has been tested in collaboration with different kinds of
workplaces, aiming to develop their practices (Engestrom, 2005a; Engestrom,
Lompscher, et al., 2005).

This line of cultural-historical activity theory seems to be appropriate for my study on
student teachers, who are developing their teaching practices while working as teachers
in schools, at the same time as they are students in a distance learning programme
where they participate in an academic community working with theories concerning
their practice. | am interested in understanding how their familiarity with theories opens
up possibilities for developing their practice, as well as how moving between the school
where they teach on the one hand, and the teacher education programme on the other
hand, supports their practice as students in the programme and as teachers in the
schools. The analytical tools developed by Engestrém and colleagues in Finland, some
features of which will be discussed in the following chapters, appear to be appropriate

for my study.
3.3.2 Activity as a unit of analysis

Vygotsky emphasized the importance of focusing on how human activity is mediated by
tools, signs, and social relations, afforded in the relevant culture. For him it was
important that the unit of analysis was holistic and included historical development and
cultural context. Leontiev identified as a shortcoming of Vygotsky’s model (see Figure

3.1) of the unit of analysis, depicted in the triangle of goal directed action mediated by
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tools, that it focused on the individual and did not account for the social nature of
human activities (Cole & Engestrom, 1993). Like Vygotsky, Leontiev worked with the
assumption that higher forms of human consciousness originate in socially meaningful
activity (Lantolf & Torn, 2006), and like Leontiev, Vygotsky emphasized the
importance of activity as the context of mediated actions (Cole & Engestrom, 2007).
Leontiev’s contribution was to explain how the social context of individual practice, i.e.
the community, had to be taken into consideration as an important explanatory factor
when analysing individual development. Leontiev drew attention to the collective
activity and suggested the term activity system as the context in which individual and
collective human actions should be analysed. His theory was known as activity theory.

The concept of activity is the English translation of the Russian concept deyatel nosti
(German Tatigkeit, Icelandic starfsemi), which includes dialectics such as thinking and
doing, or knowing and performing. The English word activity is too broad and does not
quite succeed in encompassing these dual aspects. Therefore there is a need to clarify
how the pioneers understood it and how it is still being explored (Davydov, 19993,
1999Db; Engestrom, 1999a; Lantolf & Torn, 2006).

The initial form of activity is the production of material tools that help people
produce objects satisfying their vital needs (Davydov, 1999a, p. 40).

Davydov explains that activity can be regarded as ‘an initial category that determines
the specific character of people’s social being’ (ibid, p. 41) and that true activity is
always connected to the transformation of reality. Drawing on Hegelian and Marxist
dialectics Leontiev emphasized the transformation of objects of activity; how humans
by their actions change their natural and social conditions. For Leontiev ‘activity is a
systemic formation in constant internal movement’ (Leontiev, 1978). He defines

activity as follows:

Activity is a specific form of the societal existence of humans consisting of
purposeful changing of natural and social reality. [...] Any activity carried out
by a subject includes goals, means, the process of moulding the object, and the
results. In fulfilling the activity, the subjects also change and develop themselves
(cited in Davydov, 1999a, p. 39).

Davydov (1999a, 1999b) claims that the fundamental kind of activity is work and that
action is the key component in activity. He explains that different disciplines classify
different kinds of activities, e.g. for educational scientists play and learning are the
principal kinds of activities they deal with. Davydov examined the characteristics of
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educational, or learning, activity and claims that an educational task, which is the basic
unit in educational activity, is fundamentally different from other activities in that its
goal and result is a change in the subject, not in the object on which the subject is acting

like in many other kinds of activities (Davydov, 1999b; Davydov & Markova, 1983).

Another aspect of activity relates to the development of individuals with age. People
participate in different kinds of activities at different ages. Leontiev suggested the term
leading activity to describe the dominant form of activity for a given age in the relevant
culture. In developing activity it is important to take age and the respective leading
activity into account since it is claimed to be a powerful source for motivation. To give
a crude example: play is a leading activity for children until formal learning in schools
becomes their leading activity in cultures with developed school systems. Peer relations
are the leading activity of teenagers and work the leading activity of adult people (Cole
& Engestrom, 2007).

Leontiev explored the structure of activity and argued that it includes needs, motives,
goals, actions, and operations, where need is the basis for activity calling for motives
that in turn direct the activity, the object of activity being its true motive (Leontiev,
1978). He suggested that in analytical work a difference should be made between three
levels: activity, actions, and operations, characterized by a) what it is directed at and b)

the performers (Figure 3.3).

Activity, which is at the top level, is carried out by a community or society directed by a
motive. Actions are carried out by individuals or groups directed by a goal. Operations
are individual actions that have become conditional, i.e. can be realised without

reflection.
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Figure 3.3 Leontiev’s three-level hierarchical structure of activity (modified from the website of
CRADLE, 2009)

Although this suggestion has been controversial among cultural-historical activity
theorists there is general agreement on Leontiev’s proposal of object-related practical
activity as the proper unit of analysis (Roth & Yew-Jin, 2007). This is based on the
understanding that:

the thought structures of individuals and communities are tied to the social and
material conditions of their everyday practice. Situated social interaction
connected to concrete practical activity is the source of both individual and
cultural development, and in turn, cultural-societal structures provide
affordances and constraints that cultivate the development of specific forms of
consciousness (Lantolf & Torn, 2006, p. 213).

The importance of the activity as an analytical concept is that it can be used to analyse
the interplay of individual actions with the socio-cultural environment where, according

to the theories of VVygotsky, individual development originates.

The activity concept has been so important within the cultural-historical
tradition because it provides a way to characterize those aspects of social
practice that is believed to provide the conditions for psychological development
(Hedegaard, Chaiklin, & Jensen, 1999, p. 19).

The concept of activity is still being explored. Davydov claims that since the concept is
interdisciplinary in nature, perspectives of multiple social and human disciplines are

needed for developing it (Davydov, 1999b).
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Engestrom’s triangle model

Leontiev’s suggestion of including the community in the unit of analysis called for
further elaboration of how to analyse the community. Engestrom (1987) systematised
Leontiev’s activity theory, putting forward a model describing the social context of
human activities in activity systems. He suggests that in activity theory the basic unit of
analysis is a collective, object-oriented activity system, e.g. an institution or a
workplace, where the learning of individuals, and the systems of which they are parts,

are intertwined.

An activity system is a complex and relatively enduring ‘community of practice’
that often takes the shape of an institution (Engestrom, Engestrom, &
Kérkkainen, 1995, p. 320).

Activity systems are best viewed as complex formations in which equilibrium is
an exception and tensions, disturbances, and local innovations are the rule and
the engine of change (Cole & Engestrém, 1993, p. 8).

Engestrom’s point of departure is Vygotsky’s theory on mediated activity, presented in
the triangle made of stimulus, response, and mediating instrument leading to outcome,
which is labelled the first generation model (Figure 3.1). Leontiev’s contribution, later
elaborated on by Engestrom and presented in a triangle model (Figure 3.4), is
considered to be the second generation of activity theory (Engestrom, 2001).
Engestrom’s model includes the division of labour and rules characterizing social
institutions in developed societies. His model depicts how individual actions mediated

by tools are themselves mediated by the activity or institution in which they take place.

Institutional factors have to be analysed to better understand how trajectories of
individuals and the activity systems in which they are acting are intertwined. He
claimed to be developing a model of an activity system that incorporated ‘both the
object-oriented productive aspect and the person-oriented communicative aspect of the
human conduct’ (Engestrom, 1990, p. 79). The activity system as modelled by
Engestrom is explained on the website of CRADLE, Center for Research on Activity

Development and Learning (2009):
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Figure 3.4 Engestrom’s triangle model of human activity (modified from Engestrém, 1987, p. 78)

In the model, the subject refers to the individual or sub-group whose agency is
chosen as the point of view in the analysis. The object refers to the ‘'raw material’
or 'problem space' at which the activity is directed and which is moulded and
transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, external and
internal mediating instruments, including both tools and signs. The community
comprises multiple individuals and/or sub-groups who share the same general
object and who construct themselves as distinct from other communities. The
division of labour refers to both the horizontal division of tasks between the
members of the community and to the vertical division of power and status.
Finally the rules refer to the explicit and implicit regulations, norms and
conventions that constrain actions and interactions within the activity system.

The model makes possible the analysis of the relationship between the components of
the triangle, while at the same time stressing the importance of the systemic whole. In
Figure 3.5 an example is given of how Engestrom’s triangle model of an activity system
may be used to describe a school from the perspective of teachers as subjects. A change
in one node affects the other nodes in some way, thereby causing changes in the system
as a whole. For example, by first looking at the upper triangle: A new tool changes the
object of activity and in turn the changed object plays back on the subject and calls for
changes in how the subject acts on the object (Davydov, 1999a). This causes imbalance
that calls for changes in the lower part of the triangle, i.e. the community sharing
interest in the motive/object of activity has to deal with the changed object collectively,

which may call for changes in division of labour and rules regulating the activity.

51



Activity system
School practice

Perspective of teachers
as subjects

Rules

Teacher as classroom
manager

Timetable

School curriculum
National curriculum
Trade union

Teachers

Tools

Curriculum

Teaching methods
Learning materials
Assessment techniques
Discipline approach

Pupils

Community

The professional community
The workplace community
The classroom community
Home-school partnerships

Outcome

Individuals competent
to cope with further
education; basic skills
Individuals able to to
control themselves act
with responsibility as
democratic citizens

Division of labour
Teacher as subject
specialist

Teacher leadership
Dol —who are experts
Tech./prof. support
Role of advisers

agreements
Municipal school policy
School buildings

Role of parents

Figure 3.5 Example of using the triangle model for describing a school as an activity system

When proposing the model of the activity system Engestrém (1987) argued that it was
the smallest and most simple unit that preserved the essential unity of human activity,
and that it could be used to analyze inner dynamic relations as well as historical change
of human activity systems. However, when taking an activity system as a unit of
analysis, its interplay with multiple neighbouring activity systems has to be taken into

account, as depicted in Figure 3.6.
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Figure 3.6 A network of human activity systems. The numbers refer to four levels of contradictions
(a copy from the web of CRADLE, 2009).

Each component in the triangle can be seen as an outcome of another activity system,

e.g. material tools produced in an activity system of factories, teachers as subjects are
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the outcome of an activity system of teacher education programmes, or pupils may be
viewed as outcomes of their families. Later Engestrom suggested that the minimal unit
of analysis should be two interacting activity systems (Engestrém, 2001). Before

elaborating on that idea his theory of expansive learning is discussed.
3.3.3 The expansive learning theory

Engestrom follows the principle of object orientation central to activity theory and
expansive learning is conceptualized as stepwise expansion of the object (Engestrém,
1987, 1999a, 1999c, 2001).

Expansive learning refers to processes in which an activity system, for example
a work organization, resolves its pressing internal contradictions by constructing
and implementing a qualitatively new way of functioning for itself (Engestrom
2007, p. 24).

The theory of expansive learning defines the kind of learning that is initiated when
some individuals involved in collective activity begin to question existing practice,
resulting in a debate and a search for ways to overcome the contradictions causing the
tensions in the current state of affairs, which might again lead to new forms of the
activity as a result of resolving the tensions caused by the contradictions. The theory

assumes this to be the way new historical forms of social activity emerge.

Looking at contradiction as a driving force in human development is based on Hegelian
dialectics, which Marx elaborated on in dialectical historical materialism, claiming that
economic and societal development is driven forward by tensions caused by pressing
internal contradictions and human efforts to solve them. The dialectical perspective on
development requires that all phenomena are studied as processes in motion, driven
forward by contradictions inherent in the unit being investigated (Blunden, 1997;
Ilyenkov, 1977). Based on Hegel’s dialectical philosophy, development is explained in
terms of how people overcome the constraints of a situation by breaking away and
transforming it (Skirbekk & Gilje, 1999, p. 486). In such circumstances people may find
themselves in a double bind situation, meaning that they receive contradictory messages
to which they are unable to react (Engestrém, 1987). Double bind, as a theoretical
concept used by Engestrom in his expansive learning theory, derives from Bateson and

colleagues who used it to describe inner contradictions (ibid, Chapter 3).
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Marx introduced the concepts use value and exchange value and claimed that a
contradiction between them causes the most pressing tensions in capitalist societies and
pervades all elements of society. Historically it was brought about by the division of
labour, when the development of exchange of commodity among people gave the
product of work not only its use value but simultaneously an exchange value. This
resulted in a dual nature of the commodity, possessing at the same time the two
contradictory values. As a consequence the labour of individuals acquires socially a
two-fold character, the one being the usefulness of work to satisfy social needs, the
other to satisfy individual needs, which are nonetheless dependent upon social bonds
expressed as exchange value, i.e. to get money for their individual needs individuals

need their work to be valued for exchange.

The essential contradiction is the mutual exclusion and simultaneous mutual
dependency of use value and exchange value in each commodity. This double
nature and inner unrest is characteristic to all the corners of the triangular
structure of activity (Engestrom, 1987, Chapter 2).

Engestrom (1987) claimed that by analysing tensions in activity systems and identifying
their underlying contradictions it is possible to foresee emerging or possible
development in collective human activities. The approach Engestrdm suggests by his
theory of expansive learning is a combination of methods that can be traced to Marx
and Vygotsky. By analysing what children were capable of doing with support of other
people Vygotsky claimed that it was possible to anticipate the development of the child,
the subterranean development that would be emerging in their nearest future. That is
what Vygotsky defined as the zone of proximal development. Engestrém suggests that
the expansive learning theory affords methods that can be used to define the zone of
proximal development for activity systems defined in this wider context as:

the distance between the present everyday actions of individuals and the
historically new form of the societal activity that can be collectively generated
as a solution to the double bind potentially embedded in the everyday actions
(Engestrom, 1987, Chapter 3)

The double bind refers to tensions or disturbances caused by contradictions in the
activity systems that have to be resolved to get the system going. Vygotsky developed
the functional method of double stimulation, where a mediating tool is made available to
the subject for mastering such situations (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 74) with the aim of

enhancing agency and self-regulation of subjects. In a similar way Engestrom suggests
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that the method Vygotsky developed through research on individuals can be applied to
enhance agency in collective activities such as workplaces. He explains that we can
think of:

the potential second stimulus as something that has culturally appropriate
general affordances but also sufficient ambiguity and malleability so that the
subject will have to transform it into a situationally effective mediating device
by ‘filling’ it with specific content (Engestrom, 2007b, p. 374).

The methods suggested in the theory of expansive learning were developed for use in
developmental work research where the expansive learning cycle (Figure 4.1) is used as
analytical tool for identifying the zone of proximal development in activity. The
analyses are supposed to generate insights in the form of concepts, visions, hypotheses
and tools for use as double stimulation for people developing their practices in
workplaces (Cole & Engestrom, 2007). However, it can also be used as a framework for
analyzing innovative learning processes and transformations in activity systems, which

is the way I intend to use it as accounted for in Chapter 4, Methodology.
Contradictions in four levels

Contradictions play a central role as sources of change and development in activity
systems (Engestrdom, 2005b), and for development of individuals, since ‘people are
learning because they face challenges and solve problems vital to their activity’
(Toiviainen, 2003, p. 36). Systemic innovations are looked upon as ‘stepwise
construction of new forms of collaborative practice’ (Engestrom, 1999b), when new

forms of activity emerge as solutions to the preceding conflicts.

Contradictions are not the same as problems or conflicts. Contradictions are
historically accumulating structural tensions within and between activity
systems. [...] Contradictions manifest themselves in disturbances and innovative
solutions (Engestrom, 2005b, p. 314).

By revealing inner contradictions in an activity people become conscious of their
existence, which in turn becomes a driving force in bringing about change and
development (Roth & Yew-Jin, 2007, p. 203). Engestrém developed a method for
analysing contradictions in activity systems and proposed the expansive learning cycle
(Figure 4.1) as a model for analysis which presupposes that four levels of contradictions
may be detected (Engestrom, 1987).
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Primary contradictions are identified within each node of the activity system. They are
explained by the inner conflict between use value and exchange value. Such
contradictions have been identified as the discrepancy between the ideal type of work
and the reality in practice (Engestrém, 2007b; Pasanen, Toiviainen, Niemeld, &
Engestrom, 2005). The classical example for illustrating primary contradictions is that
of the doctor, where curing patients represents the use value and his salary the exchange

value. In Leontiev’s words:

The doctor who buys a practice in some little provincial place may be very
seriously trying to reduce his fellow citizens' suffering from illness, and may see
his calling in just that. He must, however, want the number of the sick to
increase, because his life and practical opportunity to follow his calling depend
on that (cited at CRADLE’s homepage 2009).

Secondary contradictions appear between the elements of the activity when new
elements enter into it, e.g. between a new or changed object and old rules, or new tools

and conventional division of labour.

Tertiary contradictions arise when new models for practice are being implemented and
they meet resistance in the system. Then it causes problem in the practice when some
subjects act according to a new model while others act according to older model of the

practice.

New way of functioning within one activity system may initiate disturbances in
neighbouring activity systems. Quaternary contradictions thus arise on a systemic inter-
organisational level, where interacting systems need to find a way to coordinate their
activities in order to develop a qualitatively better way of functioning for the related

systems.

An expansive transformation is accomplished when the object and motive of the
activity are reconceptualised to embrace a radically wider horizon of
possibilities than in the previous mode to the activity. A full cycle of expansive
transformation may be understood as a collective journey through the zone of
proximal development of the activity (Engestrém, 2001).

The methodology developed for contradiction analysis in expansive learning is further

discussed in Chapter 4.

56



3.3.4 Horizontal and inter-organizational dimensions of learning

Quaternary contradictions reveal tensions between the central activity in focus and its
neighbouring activities. To solve these tensions the activities of the neighbouring
systems have to tune their interactions on a systemic level in response to tensions and
double binds experienced by participants in the relevant activity systems. This has
revealed the need for expanding the minimal unit of analysis to include two interacting

activity systems.

Further exploration of the human condition in the contemporary context resulted in the
third generation of activity theory, where Engestrom suggested that two interacting
activity systems should be the minimal unit of analysis (Engestrom, 1996, 2001). The
unit is depicted in a model of two triangles with partly overlapping objects between

them indicating a shared or partly shared object (Figure 3.7).
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Figure 3.7 Engestrom’s model of two interacting activity systems (a copy from Engestrom, 2001, p.
136)

One of the main principles of activity theory is a focus on the object of activity
(Engestrom, 2005c) and the theory of expansive learning as an application of activity
theory is ‘foundationally an object oriented theory’ (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010, p. 4)
focusing on the transformation of the object (ibid, p. 8). The model draws attention to
the object of activity from both individual and systemic perspectives, and how
individual and systemic learning and development are intertwined. Object 1 is the object
of an activity system interpreted in its situational context, from the perspective of
individual or collective subjects. In analysing schools and a teacher education
programme as interacting activity systems the objects of the schools as activity systems
on the one hand, and the programme on the other, are examined from the perspective of

the student teachers as teachers in schools, and as students in the teacher education
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programme. Object 2 refers to a collectively meaningful object constructed on a
systemic or institutional level by the relevant activity systems; here the schools and the
teacher education programme. Object 3 refers to potentially shared and jointly
constructed objects dealt with on an inter-organizational basis. The model suggests that
interacting systems, like schools and teacher education institutions, look at possibilities
for collaboration on a systemic level, where they negotiate on potentially shared objects.

In order to understand the possibilities for development, historical development of the
relevant systems must be taken into account and contradiction analysis is proposed as an
approach to unveil the zone of proximal development on a systemic level. Formerly
Engestrom had identified three principles for analysis, i.e. a collective activity system as
a unit of analysis, historical analysis of the activity, and contradiction analysis,
including sources of tensions, innovative changes, and development of the system
(Engestrom, 1990, p. 77). He later proposed that an activity system in networked
relation to another activity system should be the unit of analysis, and multiple
perspectives within an activity system should be addressed (Engestrom, 2001, pp. 136-
137). The step of taking two interacting activity systems as the minimum unit of
analysis has opened up the possibility for research into inter-organizational learning and
networks of interacting activity systems (Engestrom, 2001). This development of the

theory will be discussed towards the end of the chapter.

Boundary crossing

It is becoming the norm that individual subjects are participants in more than one
system, and work in contemporary societies is increasingly characterized by
polycontextuality (Engestrom, et al., 1995; Ludvigsen, Havnes, & Lahn, 2003). As a
consequence the possibilities inherent in the situation, when individuals participating in
diverse activity systems move across boundaries, have become a matter of interest in
research. In teacher education it alerts us to analyse the knowledge of the schools as
workplaces, as well as the knowledge of university departments of education, and how
student teachers, when moving between the systems, are using the knowledge they gain
in one system in the other, that is, how practical knowledge from the workplace is used
in academic studies and how theoretical knowledge from the university is used in

practical situations in the schools.
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In order to better understand both individual movements between systems and
interaction of activity systems, researchers have explored and developed appropriate
analytical concepts. In his study on communities of practice, Wenger (1998) proposes
the concept of brokering to describe connections that people provide when they, as
members of multiple communities of practice, move between them introducing
elements of one practice into another (ibid, p. 105). It focuses the attention on the
analysis of knowledge and the use of knowledge across contexts (Havnes, 2008). Good
brokers may open up new understanding of the practices of activity system in which

they participate.

The job of brokering is complex. It involves processes of translation,
coordination, and alignment between perspectives. It requires enough legitimacy
to influence the development of practice, mobilize attention, and address
conflicting interests (Wenger, 1998, p. 109).

Wenger (1998) sees the periphery as a very fertile area for change (p. 118), and he
explains how brokers are in the ambivalent situation of being both members and not
members of the communities, and their strength being the distance that makes it
possible for them to bring different perspectives. This suggests that constraints of
specific contexts may be overcome with the help of people who have access to new
contexts, where they are able to develop new ideas and insights, which they in turn
bring into the other community of practice. Wenger also talks about boundary practices,
which he analyzes as a form of collective brokering, aimed at sustaining connections
between practices by addressing conflicts or reconciling perspectives (ibid, p. 114).
Boundary practice presupposes that the objects of activity of two systems are

overlapping.

The concept boundary crossers is generally used for people who move between
communities of practice or activity systems in which they are simultaneously
participating. Engestrom et al. (1995) refer to studies of creative thinking that have
pointed to the promise of transferring ideas between different domains when people
move between them, explaining, however, that when entering a new terrain the
unfamiliarity of the new context might prevent their access. They suggest that boundary
crossing is used to signify the act of entering unknown areas, and presupposes that
people formulate new mediating concepts as they interpret the community in order to
find out how to function there. In explaining how the process of formulation of new

mediating concepts might be initiated the notion of boundary object, put forward by
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Star (1989) has been useful. She identified boundary objects as some kinds of
representations, artefacts, or concepts containing the reality of the interacting systems,
thereby enabling interpretation when crossing boundaries between different activity
systems. Wenger (1998) agrees on the importance of boundary objects when people
who are members of multiple communities of practice have to learn to move

successfully between them.

Theories and concepts dealing with crossing boundaries between activity systems are
relevant for studying school-based student teachers who simultaneously participate in
two activity systems and constantly move between them. Brokering directs the attention
to how student teachers may transfer ideas, skills, and knowledge from one system to
another, and boundary objects may be used to analyse what supports or hinders the

transfer.

Expansive learning in boundary work

In developing his theory of expansive learning to make it better suited to cope with
horizontal and inter-organizational dimensions of learning Engestrdm argues that the
most demanding and promising developments are associated with the emergence of co-
configuration work and knot-working in social production (Engestrom, 2004, 2005b,
2007a; Engestrom, Engestrom, & Véhadaho, 1999). He emphasizes the importance of
understanding how historically new forms of work call for new forms of learning.
Referring to Victor and Boynton (1998, cited in Engestrom, 2004), who defined the
historical development of work as evolving through stages from crafts to mass
production, and now the emergence of co-configuration work, Engestrém promotes co-
configuration as an emerging historically new type of work characterized, among other
things, by:

multiple collaborating producers that need to operate in networks within or

between organizations; mutual learning from interactions between the parties
involved (Engestrom, 2004, p. 12).

Creation of services that adapt to changing needs of users is a critical prerequisite in co-
configuration work since products and services are made more responsive to each user,
and the customer is actively involved in creating what he or she needs from the
producer; they become partners (Engestrém, 2004). Co-configuration work assumes

multiple interacting activity systems operating in networks where mutual learning from
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interactions requires flexible knot-working. Engestrom (2004, 2007a) claims that the
theory of expansive learning provides a framework for analysis of learning processes in

co-configuration settings.

expansive learning for co-configuration work is transformative learning that
radically broadens the shared objects of work by means of explicitly objectified
and articulated novel tools, models, and concepts (Engestrom, 2007a, p. 33).

The mediating artefacts needed are complex, multilevel toolkits, with interplay among
different kinds of tools, models, concepts or visions. Part of co-configuration work is to
form these kinds of toolkits where design and modelling are important to explicitly
objectify the mediating artefact. This tool construction and reconfiguration of tool use is
an ongoing process during the co-configuration work. Dynamic instrumentality is used
for mediating horizontal dialogical learning where crossing boundaries between
interacting activity systems creates new knowledge and transforms the activities by
tying knots between them. Actions taken in this kind of boundary crossing take the form
of bridging, exchange, and negotiation, i.e. knot-working between the systems
(Engestrom, 2007a).

Engestrdm and colleagues have been especially interested in exploring negotiated knot-
working as an emerging form of developmental work (Engestrom, 2005b; 2008, p. 208;
Engestrom, Engestrom, et al., 1999). In knot-working collaboration between partners is
crucial, though more improvised and initiated by practitioners without predetermined
rules or central authority. Knot-working is connected to co-configuration, yet
Engestrom suggests that co-configuration is a form of collaboration characteristic of the
transition from mass production to social production while knot-working will
characterize social production, which he claims to be the next developmental stage of
work, emerging for example in development of open source products (ibid, p. 224-233).
Co-configuration work assumes that organizational authorities are involved in the
boundary work, while knot-working is based on the individual and collective agency of
practitioners where success is based on deviation from standard procedures and the

challenge is to attain distributed agency (Engestrém, 2008).

Expansive learning for boundary work, be it co-configuration and/or knot-working,
takes a point of departure in historical development of work. Co-configuration work and
social production are emerging as historically new types of work (Engestrém, 2004,
2005b, 2007a, 2008). Participation in this kind of work requires personal engagement to
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bridge the gap between designs based on visions for the future of the practices and their
implementation in practice. The experience of encountering tensions in activity systems
when working out contradictions to overcome disturbances is suggested to support
bridging. Engestrom (2007a) puts forward the hypothesis that ‘experiencing’ is a bridge
between design and implementation, inferring that learning by experiencing is only a
proposition for stimulating research and theoretical development (ibid, p. 38). Vasilyuk
defines ‘experiencing’ as encountering and overcoming contradictions in maintaining
human activities (cited in ibid, p. 37) and experience is one of the most important
concepts in Vygotsky’s theories (Chapter 3.2.3). The expansive learning theory affords
methods for analysing the experience of individuals, collectives, and systems, in

overcoming contradictions in activity systems.

I am interested in examining the experience of the student teachers in the schools and in
the programme and how they develop their professional practice by dealing with
tensions and overcome contradictions; an experience that might make them important
actors in developmental boundary work between schools and the teacher education
department.

3.4 Appropriateness of the activity theoretical framework

The theories of Vygotsky and cultural-historical activity theory are clearly appropriate
for research aiming to better understand the possibilities for both individual and system
development. | want to understand how the situation of school-based student teachers,
working as teachers while concurrently studying for an academic teacher qualification
in a distance programme, may support them both as students in the programme and
teachers in the schools. The theories of boundary crossing on an individual level are
suitable for looking into transfer of ideas, skills, and knowledge between systems
(Wenger, 1998). However, the activity system as the unit of analysis allows us to take
into account the interrelation of the individual and systemic development (Engestrém,
1987). Vygotsky’s dialectical conception of development of individuals as
internalisation and externalisation (Chapter 3.2 and Figure 3.2) suggests that a
contribution to development of the culture in which the individual lives is part of their
developmental processes, and at the same time development of culture is dependent

upon individuals’ contributions.
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Engestrom’s theory of expansive learning (Engestrom, 1987, 1999b; Engestrom &
Sannino, 2010) is based on this dialectical understanding, and has been developed to
better analyse how activity systems develop when individuals and collectives contribute
to their practices. His first generation expansive learning theory, put forward in 1987, is
useful for analysing development of individuals in interrelation with system
development in one system. Applying it in my research allows me to analyse the student
teachers as subjects in the schools where they work and relate it to analysis of school
development. In the same way | can analyse their individual participation as students in

the distance programme as related to development of the programme.

To then understand how it may support simultaneous participation in both systems |
need theories that allow me to study the connection between the systems. Vygotsky’s
theory of double stimulation (Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978) seems to be
appropriate for examining how experience gained by participation in one system might
be used to overcome contradictions in the other, i.e. the affordances of boundary
crossing between two systems where experience gained in one system can function as a
double stimulation for developing practice in another system. Engestrém has argued for
the importance of boundary crossing as a source for double stimulation and suggested
that expansive learning can be regarded as boundary crossing (Engestrom, 2009b;
Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). Here the relationship between academic knowledge in the
teacher education programme and practical knowledge in schools echoes Vygotky’s
idea of the way scientific concepts may function as double stimulation in developing

practice in everyday situations.

I am interested in exploring the relationship of the schools and the teacher education
programme on a systemic level, and how inter-organisational collaboration might
enhance development of teacher education in both places. The expansive learning
theories afford models for examining interacting activity systems (Engestrom, 2001).
Engestrom has developed the historical dialectical method by looking at historical
development of work, and elaborating his theory of expansive learning for use in
boundary work, both system level co-configuration work and knot-working in
distributed agency (Engestrém, 2004, 2005b, 2007a, 2008). His theories draw attention
to dynamic knowledge creation, both vertical as between theory and practice, and

horizontal as between activity systems when dealing with the same level of knowledge.
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I argue that Engestrom’s approach is fruitful in exploring the relationship between the
schools and the teacher education programme. It is challenging to explore the
possibilities for horizontal transfer between systems that are conventionally regarded to
be in a vertical relationship. Engestrom’s approach is, to me, appealing in how it relates

to historical and dialectical ways of thinking.

Cultural-historical activity theory is based on the legacy of Vygotsky and the
development of appropriate research methods have gone hand in hand with
development of the theories. Therefore it is necessary to discuss different research
paradigms and the development of methodology for expansive learning because it
affects the way my research questions are formed. This issue will be discussed in the
next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH PARADIGMS AND METHODOLOGY OF
EXPANSIVE LEARNING

4.1 Introduction

The aim of the chapter is to explain how the use of cultural-historical activity theory as
a research framework is an alternative to nomological and interpretative research
paradigms that are often used in social research. | start by explaining the shortcomings
of the positivist and interpretative paradigms and why CHAT as a theoretical
framework may be used for proposing an alternative research paradigm. Development
of research methodology was an integrated part of Vygotsky’s work and is inherent in
the development of cultural-historical activity theory. Here | will describe the research
methodology which has been part of the development of Engestrom’s expansive
learning theory and discuss contradiction analysis according to the expansive learning
cycle and its use as a method for analysis. | finish the chapter by linking my research

aims to the methodology of expansive learning and present my research questions.

4.2 Traditional research paradigms

The division of research into quantitative and qualitative paradigms is well known and
accepted despite competing views on their significance in generating knowledge.
Wardekker (2000) explains the value of cultural-historical activity theory in developing
a research paradigm that overcomes the dualism of these two. He points out the
significance of the image of human subjects (practitioners) as receivers of research
results and its implications for research methodology. This connects to learning theories
since practitioners are expected to learn from research results and therefore, although
not explicitly stated, learning theories are implied in all research methodologies. This
has consequences for the way in which criteria for good research are rationalised since
methods and criteria are based on ideas of how humans learn and what affects actions

and behaviour.
4.2.1 The positivist paradigm

In the positivist paradigm often based on quantitative methods although not exclusively
— Wardekker talks about the nomological paradigm — it is assumed that human subjects

are rational and act according to the knowledge they possess. The role of researchers is
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to provide knowledge which is assumed to be valid and reliable when it is not limited to
place and time and can be used in situations not foreseeable when the research was
conducted. The nomological paradigm presumes that the production of knowledge and
the use of it are separated (the empirical separated from the practical) and therefore the
usability of the produced knowledge is not taken into account in the criteria set out for
evaluating quality. The quality criteria developed to assess the process of knowledge
creation are limited to the researchers and how their procedures may be measured in
terms of validity, reliability and generalizability. This presumes the image of the human
actors as being uncritical using new knowledge in their practice without doubting its
truth as long as the criteria for the quality of the research processes are met. The
problem here is that there is no space left for human agency and the way in which
people interpret and make sense of new knowledge and its usability in their
circumstances is ignored. It is de-contextualized knowledge. Vygotsky developed his

theories to overcome these kinds of shortcomings in research on human behaviour.
4.2.2 The interpretative paradigm

The way people interpret and make sense of knowledge and contextualize it for use in
their situations is of crucial importance. This has led to the development of another
research paradigm, the interpretative or qualitative paradigm, that may be looked upon
as the antithesis of the positivistic (nomological) paradigm. The image of the human
subjects within this paradigm is that of interpretative actors who attach meaning to
phenomena in the world and their interpretations are assumed to regulate their practice.
In this view knowledge is not something general to be discovered but each individual
constructs her or his own meaning out of knowledge they encounter which can only
affect behaviour when it is contextualised in real situations. That is the view of
constructivism (or constructionism). However, within the paradigm there is no unity in
how meaning should be theorized which has implications for research and has lead to
numerous sub-paradigms developing their own quality criteria for research based on
their interpretation of human beings and how they learn and develop their practices, i.e.

learning theories.

From the perspective of the interpretative paradigm, knowledge produced within the
positivist paradigm can only affect our practice on the premise of heuristics and such

knowledge is in no way privileged with regard to other sources of knowledge. The
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criteria for good knowledge would then be if it is likely to affect people’s practice; if a
certain interpretation of the world presented in a research report is likely to add to
people’s practical knowledge which depends on their situations and life-stories.
Research within this paradigm therefore focuses on finding out which knowledge
people construct, how they construct meaning and how that guides their actions, aiming
to provide heuristic schemes that people might use as support in their sense making of

the world, eventually enhancing their practice or bettering their life.

The quality of such research results depends on whether people make use of it and
implicit criteria are often based on researchers’ projections of what they think is likely
to be useful for practitioners or users. Wardekker (2000) argues that the interpretative
paradigm lacks potential for explaining why people arrive at certain conclusions about
interpretations and meaning, and in particular what constrains peoples’ interpretations.
This shortcoming has the consequences that the receivers of knowledge generated in
such research are left with the ‘freedom’ of interpreting its usefulness since the
paradigm does not provide methods for evaluating what kind of interpretation might be
more appropriate than another. Wardekker claims that the paradigm lacks a realistic
theory of learning, i.e. how meaning is learned, which makes it vulnerable to criticism

of relativism that seems to be inbuilt in the paradigm.

4.3 Cultural-historical activity theory as an alternative research paradigm

Learning processes are inherent in cultural-historical activity theory which explains how
individuals use their agency to make sense of their participation in activities and change
them. The theory explains how interpretations of knowledge or artefacts that individuals
encounter in their activity relate to the way in which participation in practice is
supported. People change their interpretations when and if it makes them able to
enhance their participation for making practice better and what is better depends on
their understanding of the object and motive of the practice (Wardekker 2000). Thus the
dialectic of the individual and the activity is central when investigating developmental

processes.

In both the positivist and interpretative paradigms concerns about how people use
knowledge is lacking. In both paradigms it is assumed that changes, i.e. learning, will
follow in the wake of research results while in cultural-historical activity theory the

change process and its consequences are the research object and the condition of the
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individuals and the community is itself perceived as a result of historical development.
The aim of such research is to investigate possibilities for development of practice.
Research results reveal an understanding of change processes in certain circumstances
and generate knowledge that may or may not be used in other circumstances where it
can serve as means or instruments for developing practice. Results are not conceived of
as finished products but rather as the provision of a toolkit to be used in developmental

work.

The role of research results are best understood in light of Vygotsky’s method of double
stimulations which assumes that people use their agency to make sense of how to use
the results in their practice to develop activities for better serving their purposes
(Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 74-75). As Giest (2008, p. 104) points out; in
activity theory the basic idea is ‘revolution’, that is a change of the environment for
making human conditions better. Therefore the most adequate criteria for quality in
such research depend on the usability of research results in developmental work in

practice.

Cultural-historical activity theory assumes that human subjects are active creators of
their reality. As actors in social circumstances people have the capacity to make sense
of what they are doing by interpreting in which way they might in their practice use the
meditational means afforded in the situation. This implies that at all stages of the
research process it is a key-issue to take the agency of people into account. This shapes
the whole methodological framework of research, first when deciding the aim and
purpose of the research, and in turn setting the goal for the research outcome and
forming research questions. Activity theory provides a comprehensive framework for
generating and interpreting data, and an alternative understanding of what

generalization means, and how the results are put in use among practitioners.
4.3.1 Methodology of expansive learning

In 1987 Engestrom put forward his theory of expansive learning ‘as a synthesis of
several lines of theoretical and methodological thinking inspired by the classics of
cultural-historical activity theory’ (Virkkunen, 2009, p. 146) (Chapter 3.3.3). In the
theory Engestrom has developed the theories of VVygotsky for application in research on
collective learning and development of activity systems. His interest concerns the

processes of new knowledge creation by which humans change their conditions and his
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aim is to reveal the possibilities people have for gaining agency to change. This vision
is in accordance with Vygotsky’s image of humans as agentive creators of their
circumstances. In the same way Engestrom follows Vygotsky in understanding tool use
as the prototype of human knowledge which implies that knowledge is generalized in
tools and the usability of the tools becomes the criteria for good knowledge.
Development of knowledge is understood as a dialectical interplay between creation of
generalizations and their use in practice (Leont’ev, 1990 cited in Virkkunen, 2009, p.
148).

4.3.3 The expansive learning cycle and contradiction analysis

In activity theory it is assumed that the activity under study is in a process of
development which means that the historical dimension is always part of the object of
research. This implies that historical analysis of previous phases of the activity is done
in order for participants to perceive its actual state as a phase in historical development
and the purpose of analysing the actual state of affairs of the activity are done for
directing future development. Historical and actual analyses are done for generating
developmental hypotheses which are tested in experiments in developmental work with
practitioners. It is important to use the historical analysis as a lens when analysing the
present form to keep sensitivity for the direction of the developmental process of the
activity when envisioning its future possibilities, i.e. the zone of proximal development
(Mékitalo, 2005).

Activity systems are constantly dealing with outside influences that have to be
appropriated and modified to internal factors in the relevant systems (Engestréom, 1990,
2001a). This process of appropriation causes disturbances in the systems as
contradictions arise in the wake of intruding elements. Contradictions in activity
theoretical terms are historically accumulating structural tensions that become
noticeable in disturbances and innovative solutions (Engestrom, 2005a, p. 314). The
imbalance has to be dealt with by the systems, keeping them going and in constant
development. In this way, historically new forms of social activity emerge when

internal contradictions are resolved (Engestrom, 2007a).
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Contradiction analysis

Contradiction analysis as a method is based on ascending from the theories of inner
contradictions inherent in all human activity to concrete disturbances in practice within
activities (Engestrom, 1999a) (Chapter 3.3.3). Contradictions act as driving forces for
expansive learning when new or changed objects of activity are recognized and the need
of the new object is turned into a motive for meeting that need (Leontiev, 1978, cited in
Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). In expansive learning the method of contradiction
analysis is embedded in the expansive learning cycle which presupposes that four levels
of contradictions may be detected. The cycle depicted in Figure 4.1 is used as a
framework for understanding development in activity systems.

The cycle begins with individuals questioning or criticizing the practice of the activity
of which they are part. The questioning reflects a need for change in the practice
because of tensions or disturbances caused by primary contradictions. The need state of
an activity system arises from primary contradictions which may be identified within
each element of the activity system. The most important primary contradiction is inner
conflict within the object of activity as when a task calls for actions that seem to be
incompatible and the subject has to overcome the problem by developing practice in a
way that synthesises the contradictions (Engestrom, 1999b, p. 383). Primary
contradictions within tools may manifest themselves in negative side effects of new
otherwise useful tools. Primary contradictions are recognized as inner conflicts between
use value and exchange value and are reflected in conflicts between an ideal type of

work and reality in practice (Pasanen, Toiviainen, Niemeld, & Engestrom, 2005).

The second step is initiated when people experience a double bind situation when
tensions caused by secondary contradictions disturb the practice. Secondary
contradictions arise between the nodes of activity systems and Engestrom (1990) claims
that they are the driving force behind disturbances and innovations. For example,
changed objects or new tools with an unchanged division of labour or rules cause
disturbances and prevent development of the activity. Pressure for developing practice
is usually initiated by secondary contradictions (Engestrom, 1990) which arise between
two components in the activity system, e.g. changed object and conventional tools or

vice versa, or changed tool and conventional division of labour or rules.
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Figure 4.1 The expansive learning cycle (adapted from Engestréom, 2001)

The double bind situation puts a pressure on people to search for solutions to overcome
the troubles e.g. by developing new tools, reorganizing division of labour or revising the
rules. Individuals learn and develop as they face and resolve such contradictions
(Toiviainen, 2003, p. 36).

The third step includes forming new models for enhanced practice by re-
conceptualizing the object and motive of the activity or forming new ones in search of
future oriented innovative solutions to the problematic situation. The fourth step is the
implementation of the new model which in turn may cause tertiary contradictions to
arise between new and old forms of practice when some practitioners resist reforms or
there is a resistance in the system where the conventional activity continues to be the
general practice. The process of appropriation of novelties into an activity system
causes imbalances and disturbances which have to be dealt with on a collective basis so

that all elements and their interplay are reconsidered because:

every new mode of man's action in production, before becoming generally
accepted and recognised, first emerges as a certain deviation from previously
accepted and codified norms (Ilyenkov, 1982, pp. 83-84).

The last step in the expansive learning process is evaluation and consolidation of the

new form of practice. A new way of functioning of one activity system may however
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initiate disturbances in neighbouring activity systems calling for a need to coordinate
the practice of the two interacting activities. Quaternary contradictions thus arise on a
systemic inter-organizational level where interacting systems need to collaborate on co-
configuring their activities for developing a qualitatively better way of functioning
(Engestrom, 2001a, 2005b). Resolution of contradictions opens up for qualitatively
better functioning activity systems which need to be consolidated in a new transformed
practice labelled Activity Il in the cycle model in Figure 4.1. The new activity then
continues to develop by dealing with new contradictions deriving from ongoing societal

changes.

Using contradiction analysis systematically within the framework of the expansive
learning cycle opens up an opportunity to work with the development of individuals and
collectives in the context of their activities, in this thesis the student teachers in the
context of the schools and the distance programme. Analysing quaternary contradictions
between two interacting systems is done for enhancing understanding of the zone of
proximal development for inter-organisational development, such as partnerships of

schools and universities.
4.3.3 Application of the expansive learning methods

Typically the interventionist-researchers form a Change Laboratory with a small group
of practitioners either within a workplace that is facing transformation or as a boundary-
crossing laboratory with representatives from activities that are engaged in partnership

or collaboration.

Activity theory takes the subjects, the participants, and the local practitioners
very seriously. But it does not assume that the researcher has a magic formula
[...] the practitioners themselves are asked to look at, comment on, and make
sense of the researchers’ initial data and provisional analysis (Engestrom, 2009b,
p. 325).

Collaborative work with practitioners is built on ethnographic data from the workplaces
where the intervention takes place and researchers usually explore the field by
observing, shadowing and interviewing and other means of generating data in authentic
or real environments. Disturbances and tensions in the activity that have been identified
by analysing the data are brought to the change laboratory as the first stimuli, thought of
as a ‘mirror material’ for participants when reflecting on and finding ways for

overcoming the problems. Models, concepts and tools brought into the situation by the
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researchers are put forward as double stimulations for supporting practitioners in
formulating their own concepts, models and tools for use in developing the practice
(Engestrom & Sannino, 2010).

Developmental work research

The theory of expansive learning has been developed and applied in intervention studies
called developmental work research where academic researchers in collaboration with
practitioners in workplaces collaborate on developing practices and make people
qualitatively better at engaging in their object of activity (Engestrom, 1987, 2005a;
Engestrom, Lompscher, et al., 2005). This method is suggested to be the paradigmatic
method of the expansive learning theory although it can and has also been used in more
traditional research designs as | do in this thesis. I will however, briefly explain the
model of developmental work research since it brings forward the central idea behind
the theory of the relationship of the theoretical and the practical. The idea behind the
collaboration of researchers and practitioners is built on Vygotsky’s theory of the
relationship of scientific and everyday concepts where scientific concepts gain meaning
when generalized in everyday practice and people have the possibility to restructure

everyday concepts when they are invited to interact with scientific concepts.

In the case of scientific thinking, the primary role is played by initial verbal
definition, which being applied systematically, gradually comes down to
concrete phenomena. The development of spontaneous concepts knows no
systematicity and goes from the phenomena upward toward generalizations
(Vygotsky, 1986, p. 148).

In developmental work research the knowledge and skills of the researchers as well as
theories, concepts and models they bring from their academic environment are proposed
as double stimulation (Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978) for the development of
practice. It is presumed that the researchers enter the workplace where they begin with
some provisional analysis and put forward hypotheses about the zone of proximal
development for the workplace. The hypotheses may be in the form of tools in both
material and conceptual form that may be used as double stimulation for supporting the
generation of multilevel toolkits (Engestrom, 2007a) to be elaborated and tried out in
practical implementation of changes. Engestrom reminds us of the importance of noting
that in Vygotsky’s method of double stimulation ‘the second stimuli, the mediating

means, were not necessarily given the subjects in any ready made form’ (Engestrom,
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2009Db, p. 320). Concepts are regarded as very important tools because of their relative

explanatory power.

New concepts and forms of knowledge that have more explanatory power than
the previous ones are needed in order to master the expanded objects of human
activities and the increasingly complex and tight relationships between activities
(Virkkunen, 2009, p. 148).

The practical experience is in turn valuable in refining the hypotheses and scientific
concepts, adding to their generalization capacity. Thus the theoretical framework and
methodology assumes the necessity of a relationship between theory and practice to be
reciprocal. Also in addition to vertical movements there are horizontal movements in
concept formations where multiple perspectives or multivocality are worked with in
order to draw on different points of view and different understandings of the object of
the activity in question (Engestrom, Pasanen, Toiviainen, & Haavisto, 2005).

Typically the interventionist-researchers form a Change Laboratory with a small group
of practitioners either within a workplace that is facing transformation or as a boundary-
crossing laboratory with representatives from activities that are engaged in partnership

or collaboration.

Activity theory takes the subjects, the participants, and the local practitioners
very seriously. But it does not assume that the researcher has a magic formula
[...] the practitioners themselves are asked to look at, comment on, and make
sense of the researchers’ initial data and provisional analysis (Engestrom, 2009b,
p. 325).

The collaborative work with practitioners is built on ethnographic data from the
workplaces where the intervention takes place and researchers usually explore the field
by observing, shadowing and interviewing and other means of generating data in
authentic or real environments. Disturbances and tensions in the activity that have been
identified in analysing the data are brought to the change laboratory as the first stimuli.
Models, concepts and tools brought into the situation by the researchers are put forward
as double stimulations for supporting practitioners in formulating their own concepts,

models and tools for use in developing the practice (Engestrém & Sannino, 2010).

The expansive learning cycle as a framework for data analysis

The expansive learning cycle (Figure 4.1) was developed for use in guiding formative

interventions but has also been used for analysing learning processes as dialectical
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development of individuals and activity systems (Engestrom, 1999b, 2009a). The cycle
presumes the interrelationship of individual and systemic development and use of
multilevel analysis distinguishing between individual and collective actions and system
level changes. In this kind of analysis ‘Movement between a systems view and a subject
view is of crucial importance’ (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010, p. 6). It invites a method of
stepwise contradiction analysis for conceptualizing the experience of individuals when
dealing with tensions and disturbances in their workplaces, learning to break away from

double bind situations and developing practice.

The cycle has been used as a framework for analysing expansive transformations in
relatively large scale processes of development over longer periods of time such as
analysing three expansive cycles in a project aiming at integrating child care institutions
and an elementary school (Nilsson, 2003) and analysing a development of a nursing
home over a period of 25 years (Mékitalo, 2005). Large scale expansive learning cycles
however include small cycles and such miniature cycles may be distributed among
participants in the activity. ‘Small cycles may remain isolated events, and the overall
cycle of organizational development may become stagnant, regressive, or even fall
apart’ (Engestrom, 1999b, p. 385).

When the expansive learning cycle is used for analysing empirical data it is presumed
that the researcher identifies epistemic learning actions for explaining developmental
processes (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). Conflicts, disturbances or tensions in the
systems are the analytic focus and are explored to identify contradictions and their
resolution by people when developing their practice. Responding to disturbances being
experienced is an important source for development of both individuals and activities
and is a driving force for change whereas a lack of resolution limits development
leaving people in the double bind situation. Learning actions are indicators of learning.

When the cycle is used as an analytical tool it should be kept in mind that: ‘The
occurrence of a full-fledged expansive cycle is not common, and it typically requires
concentrated effort and deliberate interventions’ (Engestrom, 1999b, p. 385). However,
such cycles include smaller cycles of learning actions, and such micro-cycles may be
identified as part of innovative practice as potentially expansive or they may remain
isolated or even become stagnant (ibid, p. 385). The term ‘defensive cycles’ is used for

describing the state of art in an activity when a need for changes has been recognized
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without practitioners having taken action to respond to that need (Engestréom, 2010a).
Identification of defensive cycles may be used to enhance understanding the kind of
support that would be useful for breaking away from such situations, i.e. suggest the

kind of double stimulation that might be used in the circumstances.

4.3.4 The form of findings

Findings of research within the framework of expansive learning methodology are
presented in the form of new concepts, models and hypotheses and their generalizability
is a ‘question of practical relevance for other activity systems facing similar
contradictions in similar developmental phases’ (Mé&kitalo, 2005, p. 105), that is, if the
findings may be used as double stimulation for supporting design of ‘locally appropriate

new solutions’.

The results of the analysis should be presented as theoretical assumptions that may be
inferred from the empirical data. The researcher goal is to use theories for generating
new concepts for use in developing practice. The results of the analysis are expected to
have characteristics of dynamic multilevel toolkits to be further developed and
generalized in developmental work carried out by practitioners in workplaces. The
hypothetical concepts are often depicted as intermediate concepts for indicating that
they will be refined in practice where expansive concept formation is a collective

endeavour.

Hypothetical generalizations are put forward for capturing what is essential, the germ
cell, in the case under investigation. The germ cell in activity theory is a concept used
for understanding the basic tension and driving force behind development (Engestrém,
2007a, 2009b; Engestrom, Pasanen, et al., 2005). The challenge is to capture the germ
cell which could serve as a visionary model for directing the future development of the
activity. Germ-cell models are ‘meant to capture in a simplified form the basic internal
relations and tensions of the activity that make the participants understand their history
and strive for possible expansive change in their activity systems’ (Engestrom, Pasanen,
et al., 2005, p. 58).

The formation of concepts aims to describe what is important in the actual situation by

creating images or prototypes (Engestrom, Pasanen, et al., 2005, p. 58).
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The concept takes shape at different levels of conceptualization, ranging from
situation-specific images and prototypes to general germ cells. The different
levels of conceptualization pose and answer different epistemic questions, from
‘what?’ to ‘where to?’ (Engestrom, Pasanen, et al., 2005, p. 60)

The emphasis on the multi-level nature of such concept formation indicates the
importance of the interplay of the theoretical and the practical; the importance of
materially anchoring the theoretical models. The research is not finished until the
hypotheses have been elaborated on in practice by formative intervention experiments
where the aim is transformation and expansion of the object (Engestrom & Sannino,
2010).

This complex process of generalization through practice-bound hybridization
represents an alternative way to look at generalizability (Engestrom, 2009b, p.
325).

Concepts emerging from the analysis are put forward to embody issues of concern and
importance in the situation. Finally the emerging concepts pointing towards issues of
concern are used for directing the proposal of hypotheses for use as double stimulations

in developing practice.

A key outcome of formative interventions is agency among participants (Engestrom &
Sannino, 2010, p. 15). Thus the agency of people to interpret and make sense of
research findings is taken to be part of the research process where its quality can be
evaluated first by practitioners in the workplace.

4.4 The research questions

With his concept of zone of proximal development Vygotsky emphasized the
importance of assessing the development of children in real-life situations, e.g. in
normal social settings. He claimed that by examining what they were capable of in a
real environment, where they were supported by both available tools and other people, it
was possible to identify what they would be capable of alone in the near future.
Knowing this, the teacher should direct his or her teaching towards the future

possibilities of the child.

In his theory of expansive learning Engestrom developed a method that can be used to
assess the zone of proximal development for activity systems and in the third generation

of activity theory the developmental possibilities for interacting activity systems can be
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identified. In the same way as teachers need to consider the possible future development
of children to be able to direct instruction to enhance their development, those who plan
teacher education need to consider the possible future development of the systems
where teacher education is placed. In my study of school-based distance students the

interrelation of the two places, schools and teacher education, is emphasized.

In using the expansive learning theory the purpose of theoretical analysis is to explore
possibilities for future development of the activity systems under investigation;
to reveal the zone of proximal development of activity systems in networked
relationships. The aim of my research is thus twofold: first, to reveal the developmental
possibilities of the student teachers examined as participants in and boundary crossers
between the two activity systems, the schools and the programme and second, to reveal
the developmental possibilities of the schools and the programme as institutions and

interacting activity systems.

My research questions are:

1. What is the zone of proximal development for individual student teachers in
relation to the activity systems of the schools in which they were situated?

2. What is the zone of proximal development for the schools as activity
systems?

3. What is the zone of proximal development for the teacher education
programme as an activity system?

4. What is the zone of proximal development for the schools and the

programme as interacting activity systems?

The value of this research is twofold: On the one hand the findings may be used
immediately in the development of the alternative model in school-university
partnership. On the other hand the methodology can be adopted for use in other
developmental work where collaboration on a shared object between workplaces and

universities is essential.

According to the expansive learning methodology, research findings are expected to
provide concepts and hypotheses that may be used in developing practice in schools, in
the university programme and in school-university collaboration. Findings will be put

forward in the form of concepts and hypotheses that have been generated from the
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analysis with the aim of capturing what is important in the situation in the distance
programme and in the schools. The purpose is to make important issues overt and
manageable, thus supporting practitioners in coping with them. In other words, the
answers to the research questions are proposed for use in developmental work with,
school leaders and programme leaders, teachers working in schools and university
lecturers and student teachers participating in school development and programme

development.

Although a developmental work sequel is not included in the research presented in this
thesis, the results will be presented in the form of concepts and hypotheses that may be
used as double stimulations, in initiating developmental work proposed for encouraging
the kind of collaboration between researchers and practitioners assumed in expansive
learning methodology. The hypothetical concepts are often referred to as intermediate
concepts for indicating that they are supposed to be further developed and generalized

by practitioners in practice grounded developmental work.
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CHAPTER 5: METHODS

5.1 Aim of the study and research settings

The object of the thesis is teacher education in a distance programme where the student
teachers are school-based, living and working in rural Iceland. The aim of the research
Is to reveal the developmental possibilities of student teachers in the schools and in the
programme as well as the developmental possibilities of the schools and the programme
as institutions and interacting activity systems. To do this | explore how student
teachers develop their practice as teachers in their workplace where they learn to be
teachers and how they learn to participate as students in the programme. Furthermore,
possibilities for system development inherent in the interaction of the schools and the

teacher education programme are explored.

This assumes two settings for the distance students in the study, the university
programme and the schools where they were situated while enrolled. The distance
programme for compulsory school teachers of the Iceland University of Education was
selected since when | started working on the research it was the only distance
programme offering teacher education in Iceland. A coastal region in rural Iceland was
selected as the site for studying schools and school-based student teachers. In this
region there had been a lack of qualified teachers for a long time and school authorities
and people from there played an important role when the distance programme was
initiated in 1993. In the region all five schools have been my field of study. Three of
them were chosen as cases when focusing on development of three student teachers

developing their practice in the schools.
5.1.1 Short presentation of the region

The region consists of three small fishing villages with around 300 inhabitants, which 1
call Marwick, Creek and Cove; one larger town with approximately 1000 inhabitants,
which | call Coastline; and the largest town with around 3000 inhabitants, which I call
Waterside. As a rule the economy of the villages is mostly based on fishing and the bulk
of the work force works in high tech fishing factories. In recent years the district’s
population has been decreasing, while at the same time immigrant workers have moved
in to work in the fishing industry. Tourism is of increasing importance for the economy.

The largest town, Waterside, serves as a service centre for the region, with trade centres,
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an airport, a hospital, an upper secondary school, and a centre for further education,
supporting a growing number of distance students. A university centre was established
in Waterside in 2005 for the purpose of providing contact between residents in the
district and institutions of higher education. Its most important function is supporting
distance learning. Some research institutes have operational units in the region, such as
the Marine Research Institute, the Icelandic Fisheries Laboratories, and a Multicultural
Centre. Since 2007 the University of Iceland has had a regional research centre in
Coastline, focusing on geography, biology, and natural resources, with a regional

emphasis.

In each village or town there is one compulsory school serving pupils from ages 6 to 15
in grades 1 to 10. The number of pupils ranges from 30-50 in the small schools up to
500+ in the largest town. The schools have diverse histories of having teachers who are
at the same time student teachers enrolled in a distance education programme. In
Marwick all the teachers but one got their initial teacher education through distance
education. During the time of my fieldwork some of them had been or were enrolled in
graduate-level distance programmes offered by the Iceland University of Education. In
the bigger schools, in Waterside and Coastline, there were always some teachers
enrolled in the teacher education distance programme ever since the programme’s
inception in 1993. Many of those who were in the first groups of distance students have
since continued into graduate studies, specializing in various areas of the teaching
profession, such as special education, information and communication technology, and
school administration. Some of those people now hold senior positions, such as
principals, vice-principals, or other professional roles in the schools. During the school
year 2003-2004 Creek School had its first experience of having employees enrolled in
the distance programme, when two student teachers were studying for teacher
certification. In Cove two student teachers were admitted to distance programmes for
the first time in the school year 2004-2005, one at the Iceland University of Education
and the other at the University of Akureyri. The University of Akureyri first offered a

teacher education distance programme in 2003.

As a result of immigrants moving to the district, all the schools have been dealing with
the challenge of teaching pupils with different cultural backgrounds. Up to 30% of the
pupils in one of the schools did not have Icelandic as their first language, and some of
them start school not yet able to speak Icelandic.
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5.1.2 General description of the distance programme

In 2002 160 distance students started in the teacher education programme (46 percent of
new student teachers), in 2003 they were 91 (41 percent of new student teachers) and in
2004 120 students were admitted (42 percent of new student teachers). In October 2004
45 percent of all student teachers enrolled in the compulsory school teacher education
faculty were enrolled in the distance programme. In 2004 the percentage of distance
students living in rural districts was 57 percent (Kennarahaskoli Islands, 2006), and 42
percent of all distance student teachers were employed as teachers in schools alongside
their studies (Bjornsdottir, 2009).

During the years of fieldwork for this study in 2003-2006 (the last interviews were
conducted in January 2006, Appendix I) the distance programme organisers assumed
that it would take four years to finish the teacher education degree compared to three
years in the conventional programme. However students could take longer to finish
which was quite common. Students usually spent the first two years of the programme
taking diverse general courses, such as general pedagogy and curriculum studies,
sociology of education and school history, and developmental psychology. The
organisation of these courses assumed that the whole cohort enrolled each year were

taught together in one class.

The university year was divided into two semesters. The fall semester started in late
August and December was a period of exams. The spring semester started in the
beginning of January and lasted till the end of April with exams in May. In general each
semester included one-week face-to-face sessions on campus, one at the start and
another in the middle of the semester. The one-week sessions were divided between
several subjects. The final exams could be taken on campus in Reykjavik and in schools

and adult educational centres in the countryside.

The distance programme was launched in 1993 when new possibilities had opened up
with the Internet and use of email for correspondence. When data for this study was
generated (mainly in 2004 and 2005), the practices within the programme were in an
ongoing process of development. Generally a website was created for each course on
WebCT and lecturers as well as students had access to support in using the system. The

online course management system WebCT offered by the media centre had been
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adopted by most lecturers as part of general practice in distance teaching and learning.

However, lecturers could use other means for online communication if they so wished.

Distance student teachers were supposed to follow the same route as conventional on-
campus students in practice teaching; three weeks in the first year, four weeks in the
second year and five weeks in the third year. Rules on practice teaching expected
school-based student teachers, in general, to not do practice teaching in the school
where they taught. However, exceptions were quite common and rules adapted to
personal needs, such as family situations, permitting some students to undertake
practice where they were working as teachers. Because of expenses, university lecturers
did not visit the schools where the distance students took their practice teaching if they

were living in the countryside.

5.2 Selecting the cases

Inherent in cultural-historical activity theory is looking at individual as well as system
development as historically evolving phenomena. Activity theorists argue that a
qualitatively better form of an activity always begins as an exception from the rule
(Engestrom, 1999a; llyenkov, 1982). The distance programme chosen for this study

deviates from the conventional form of teacher education in Iceland.

Historical analysis of the programme formation and implementation in response to a
long standing need for licensed teacher in rural Iceland is my starting point. The
historical phase chosen for analysis is the first 3-4 years from 1993-1996 when the first

cohort of student teachers was enrolled.

For the analysis of the actual situation in the schools in 2004 and 2005 | chose three
schools, Waterside and Coastline, where several distance students were teaching and
Creek that for the first time had distance student teachers in the school year 2003-2004.
In Marwick all teachers had teacher certification and in Cove those who were teaching
without a professional degree had not yet been admitted to the programme when | was
selecting the cases, despite applying several times. The three schools could be regarded
as representatives for typical Icelandic schools in small fishing villages as well as bigger
towns along the Icelandic coastline. In each of the schools I selected one student teacher
who was prepared to be a main participant letting me stay in contact with them for a

period of two or three years for monitoring their experience. Two of them, Lilith in
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Waterside and Sarah in Coastline, were in their second year in the programme 2003-
2004 when | started to focus on distance education in my fieldwork and the third, Sam
in Creek, had just finished his first year when I met him for the first interview in the
spring 2004.

For analysing the actual situation in the programme in the years 2004 and 2005 three
courses were selected for analysis and narratives of the experience of the three main
participants in these courses, Lilith, Sarah and Sam were analysed. When 1 selected
courses to follow in the spring semester 2005 the criteria was that one of the three,
Lilith, Sarah and Sam, was enrolled in them and secondly that they were diverse in both
content and setup. One of the courses, ethics, was part of the obligatory courses for all,
expected to be taken in the second year, in which Sam was enrolled with around 70
students. The second course analysed was on arts and crafts, a part of the specialisation
for arts and crafts teachers in which Sarah was enrolled with a group of 16 student
teachers and the third was on science and creative art in the lower primary school
specialisation in which Lilith was enrolled in a class of around 50 student teachers.
Figure 4.2 provides an overview over the cases, the data used for analysing each case

and the chapters where the findings are presented.

Cases

Data

Chapters

The historical phase: the first 3-4
years of the distance programme
starting in 1993

Written documents.

Interviews with three former distance
students placed in three schools:
Elisabeth in Waterside

Jenny in Coastline

Helen in Marwick.

Chapter 5:

The inception of the
distance programme and
the experience of the
first cohort

Three school-based student
teachers in 2003-2005 defined as
three separate cases:

Lilith in Waterside School

Sarah in Coastline School

Sam in Creek School

Interviews:

Lilith in Waterside School, Sarah in
Coastline School and Sam in Creek
School.

Ethnographic fieldwork in the schools
including observations and open
interviews with student teachers,
principals and other staff.

Chapter 6:

The experience of three
school-based student
teachers in three schools

The distance programme in 2003-
2005. Three courses and the same
three student teachers for
analysing the distance programme
as a case.

Three online courses monitored. Face-
to-face on-campus sessions attended.
Interviews with three student teachers:
Lilith in Waterside School, Sarah in
Coastline School and Sam in Creek
School.

Chapter 7:
Development of
teaching and learning in
the distance education
programme.

Figure 4.2 Overview over selected cases, data and chapters presenting findings
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5.3 Methods for generating data

The main methods used for generating data come from an ethnographic approach. The
general strategy of ethnography is characterized by the researcher’s participation in real
life situations for a certain time, watching and listening and gaining insight by informal
talk with people as well as collecting information that seems to be useful in throwing
light on the research object (Flick, 2006; Willis, 2007). This approach is recommended
as the first step in the expansive learning methodology and this was the method | used
when | visited the schools and stayed for several days, and when observing the face-to-
face sessions in the programme. In addition | used text-based data such as diverse

written documents and transcripts of online courses.

My main method however for generating data was open interview or dialogue with
participants. Within the theoretical framework of cultural-historical activity theory
language is assumed to be the most important mediating instrument for humans
engaging with the world. Language is the tool we use for making sense of the
environment both when communicating with other human beings as well as when using
inner speech; language is the tool we use for mediating learning and development. Such
an understanding implies that dialogue is part of the meaning making process in
Vygotsky’s theories of the inter-relationship of thought and language which has
implications for epistemology (Vygotsky, 1986). He criticised those who identify
thought and speech and also those who look at thought and speech as separable and
regard ‘speech as an outward manifestation, the mere vestment, of thought’ (Vygotsky,
1986, p. 3). He suggested that in order to understand their relationship they had to be
studied as a unit whole of verbal thought, a ‘unit which contains thought and speech

interrelated’ (ibid, p. 6). His research led him to the following conclusion:

In order to convey one’s experience or thought, it is imperative to refer them to
some known class or group of phenomena. Such reference, however, already
requires generalization. Therefore, communication presupposes generalization
and development of word meaning; generalization, thus, becomes possible in the
course of communication (Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 7-8).

The interrelation of generalization and communication was a focus of interest in

Vygotsky’s research and like always he stressed the importance of holism where:

[the unit of analysis is] a dynamic system of meaning in which the affective and
the intellectual unite [...] It [the unit of analysis] further permits us to trace the
path from a person’s need and impulses to the specific directions taken by his
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thoughts, and the reverse path from his thoughts to his behaviour and activity
(Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 10-11).

Research by Vygotsky on this revealed an understanding of the relations between
thought and words as ‘delicate, changeable relations between processes, which arise
during the development of verbal thought’ (ibid, p. 254). Words bear meanings and are
understood as direct expressions of human consciousness and their basic characteristic

is a generalized reflection of reality.

Doing research against this theoretical background clearly excludes the view of
interview conversation as some kind of pipeline for transporting knowledge. Holstein
and Gubrium (2004) discuss the use of interviews in qualitative research and suggest
that researchers:

embrace the view of the interview as unavoidably active and begin to
acknowledge and capitalize upon interviewers’ and respondents’ constitutive
contribution to the production of interview data (ibid, p. 142).

| agree with them and look upon my interview data as generated in dialogue between
the interviewee and myself as two active participants in meaning making. Thus when
the teachers enrolled in the first cohort recall their memories from 10 years earlier |
talked to them I am not concerned whether they recall things ‘correctly’ but how they in
their narratives make sense of what participation in the programme meant for them and
their situation. In the same way when talking to the participants in the actual phase 1 am
concerned about how they attach meaning to their experience of being actors in the two

interacting systems; their schools and the university programme.

Both the interviews and the observations were guided by activity theory. | was
concerned that the unit of analysis was the relevant activity system and | strived for
generating information that would allow me to describe the practices in which the
student teachers participated in the framework of the triangle model of the activity
system. Repeated interviews and observataions over time generated a clearer picture of
the student teachers development and insight into their situation both as teachers in their

schools and students in the distance programme.
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5.4 Overview of data

5.4.1 Data for the historical analysis

For the historical analysis of the programme presented in Chapter 5, | had access to
written documents in the university’s archive on its preparation and inception and
reports such as evaluation reports on the first cohort (J. Jonasson, 2001). The
description of the pioneers’ experience is based on interview data collected during field
visits to compulsory schools in the coastline district which is the field of the study, in
April 2003 and in February and May 2004. The first visit in 2003 provided insight into
the situation of the schools in the region, and generated an interest in the affordances
that distance education might have had for school development. During the visits in
2004 three former distance students, enrolled in the first cohort in 1993-1996 and at that
time working in three different schools, were interviewed and asked for recollections of
their memories of the experience of being pioneers in the programme (Figure 4.2,
overview of data generation in Appendix I). At the time of fieldwork they were teachers
or principals in the same schools as they had been when they studied in the distance
programme. Their narratives were used to analyse the development of the distance

model from the perspective of student teachers.
5.4.2 Data for analysing the student teachers in the schools

The empirical data used for constructing the narratives of the experience of the three
student teachers in 2004-2006 were generated by interviews and observations during
ethnographic fieldwork in the schools (Appendix I). My fieldwork in the coastal region
entailed five visits where | stayed for several days in the district, visited the schools and
talked to people concerned with distance education and school development (Appendix
| for an overview). My first visit was in April 2003 with the group of researchers
focusing on use of ICT in the schools and in that visit my interest quickened in
researching the meaning and importance of the distance programme for the schools as
well as individuals in the region. In the spring term 2004 | visited the region in February
and May and in 2005 | spent several days there in April and late May and beginning of

June.

| felt it was easy for me to gain access to schools. Teachers and other school staff were

welcoming and willing to let me visit them during lessons if | asked for it or let me
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participate in informal talk in the staffrooms. However, during the visits to the school |
focused my attention especially on the three student teachers, Lilith, Sarah and Sam. |
observed their classroom teaching and followed them during their daily work in the

schools and had formal open interviews with them several times.

In between these visits | met the three main participants when they were attending face-
to-face sessions on campus and some of the formal interviews were conducted during
their stay on campus. During the ethnographic fieldwork | talked to fourteen distance
students who were enrolled in the distance programme in Iceland University of
Education. In relation to the research on use of ICT in which | was involved I
interviewed teachers and pupils and principals in four of the five schools involved, i.e.
all except Creek School (Appendix | for an overview of fieldwork). The descriptions of
the institutional characeristics of the schools are based on observations in school visits,
official documents available, for example on the schools’ websites and interviews with

principals and student teachers.

For generating a better understanding of the schools as institutions where the students
were based | had formal interviews with the principals in two of the schools, Waterside
School and Coastline School. In Coastline School I interviewed two principals since in
2005 the one | had interviewed the year before had been replaced; it turned out to be a
benefit to have the perspectives of both. In Creek School there had been problems in the
school management and there was a new principal each year. | met two of them and had
an informal talk with one of them but since the situation was problematic it was not
appropriate to ask for a formal interview. However, an interview | had with a school
counsellor at the district school office helped in understanding the situation in the
school. The purpose of interviewing her was, however, to discuss the issue of school-
based distance education for teachers from the perspective of school authorities

responsible for running the schools in the district.

All the formal interviews were open ended; they were audio-taped and transcribed for

analysis (Appendix | for an overview).

88



5.4.3 Data for analysing the development of the programme

Transcripts of online courses, observation during some face-to-face sessions and
interviews with student teachers formed the basis for the analysis of courses in the

programme.

The courses

In the spring term 2005 three courses in the programme were observed, both face-to-
face sessions, and online sessions, as performed on the courses’ websites. During the
term | had access to the online platforms for the courses, which permitted me to observe
transactions and communication between students and lecturers. When the courses were
finished | printed out all the material from the course management system for further
analysis. It consisted of all the entries on the discussion web and private mail between
teachers and students; assignments and directives from the teachers and student teacher

assignments shared online.

Several of the face-to-face lessons in the relevant courses were observed. The
descriptions of the courses are generated from the transcription of the online courses as
well as fieldnotes from observations in the face-to-face sessions. As a step in preparing
fieldwork, | had attended some lessons during an on-campus session in the spring 2004
where student teachers were presenting their practice teaching experience. Since | had a
position as a researcher in the Iceland University of Education and had also been
teaching in the programme it was easy for me to get permission from classes to be

present in their lessons.

The experience of student teachers

The descriptions of the three student teachers’ experience in the distance programme
have been generated from interviews with them during the years of fieldwork (mainly in
2004 and 2005, the latest in January 2006). Since each of them was enrolled in one of
the analysed courses their contribution there could be drawn on. Also some of the

portfolio material they were working on in their studies was accessible.
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5.5 Methods for analysing the data

5.5.1 Steps in generating and analysing data

Wettstein and Thommen (2009) discuss the need for dynamic methods in educational
research assuming that education is a dialectical process where reciprocal interactions
between learners, educators and their situations have to be taken into account. Based on
diverse social or socio-cultural theories they argue that education must be conceptual-
lized as social construction and point to the important distinction between culturally

constructed systems such as educational institutions and environment.

Education is a social and cultural event in which meaning is being constructed,
imparted and partially constituted as a tradition (Wettstein & Thommen, 2009,
p. 377).

They suggest that the first step of analysis is for the researcher to produce a narrative
based on either observations of behaviour or verbal communication. Narratives may be
constructed by the research subjects themselves from which the researcher construct his
or her narratives; i.e. the first task of the researcher is to construct second order
narratives, or description with as little inference as possible. The descriptions form the
empirical data which are the foundations for theoretical analysis and interpretations.
This 1s very much in line with Davydov’s thinking when he talks about the work of
researchers formulating narratives from their ethnographic fieldwork as the generation
of empirical data on which to base their interpretation and generalizations. In this way
empirical knowledge is developed through the narratives and theoretical knowledge in
the analysis (Davydov 1977, quoted in Nilsson, 2003, p. 79).

The theory of expansive learning provided me with tools appropriate for generating
empirical data from the fieldwork as well as for analysing and theorizing from the data.
I used both the triangle model of an activity system (Chapter 3.3) and the expansive
learning cycle (Figure 4.1), as descriptive and analytical tools. The method of
contradiction analysis in the expansive learning cycle is appropriate for analysing
tensions in dialectical relations of individual practices and system development and for
analysing possible development of the schools and the programme as interacting

activity systems.

When approaching the distance education programme as a research object | used the

expansive learning cycle to guide the steps I took. Therefore when entering the field |
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turned my attention to the inception of the distance programme as an innovation in
teacher education exploring what need state in the schools in Iceland led to formulation
and launching of the programme in 1993. When formulating the descriptions, i.e.
generating empirical data | used the expansive learning cycle for providing a
comprehensive account of the conception of the distance programme as an innovation in

teacher education in Iceland.

In Chapters 7, 8 and 9, my focus is explicitly on the learning trajectories of the student
teachers in interaction with development of the activity systems in which they are
participating. In Chapter 7 the individual learning processes of the three student teachers
are focused on individually and their development is described and analysed as learning
to be teachers in the schools. In Chapter 8: Development of teaching and learning in the
distance education programme, the student teachers are regarded as subjects in the
activity and the focus in on the learning processes of distance student teachers as a
group. In Chapter 9, Deviations from the conventional: contradictions as sources of
change in teacher education the same empirical data is used for accounting for the
interaction of the schools and the programme by looking at distance student teachers as

boundary crossers between the two activities (see Figure 4.2).

5.5.2 First phase: Generating the narratives

The student teachers in the schools

The cultural-historical activity theory in general and the expansive learning theory in
particular provided me with lenses and tools through which | made sense of the data.
In Chapter 7 the triangle model of the activity system (Engestrom 1987) was used to
organize the descriptions of each case from the perspective of a student teacher as
subject situated in the activity system of his or her school. Formulating the descriptions
according to the stucture of the model opened up an understanding of the interplay
between the perspectives of the student teachers as subjects and the systemic
perspective. This method of analysis allowed a movement between a system view and a
subject view which is of crucial importance for understanding both the system view and
the perspective of the people acting within the system (Engestrom and Sannino 2010, p.
6).
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For each case the unit of analysis is presented in a matrix (see Figures, 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3)
used to depict each activity in a nutshell in addition to the narratives provided in the

text. The organization of the matrix is as follows:

In the middle there is a triangle. The desired outcome directing the subject’s actions is
also placed here. Usually the outcome is placed outside the model of the activity system
and my decision to place it in the middle here is both because of lack of space outside
the matrix but also to emphasise the central role of the intended outcome or goals for
directing action level practice within the activity. In the left cell of the middle row there
is a description of the student teacher as subject. The analysis was focused on his/her
actions as a class teacher within the school. The object of activity is described in the cell
to the right of the triangle model.

In the top row of the matrix the tools that a student teacher used to mediate actions as a
teacher in the school were placed. Here | have identified material and conceptual tools
used for class teaching, usually textbooks and all kinds of learning materials, and
conceptual instruments such as teaching methods. The development of material and
conceptual tools interacts in a way that new material tools call for new methods and
vice versa (see Chapter 3.2.3).

Here 1 also placed other kinds of mediational means which student teachers have access
to as members of the school community, i.e. social practices and professional guidance.
Vygotsky’s theories explain how social practices open up possibilities to draw on other
peoples’ perspectives, knowledge and competences. Each student teacher’s access to
those kinds of practices in each school is described. Being members in a school
community opened up the possibility for the school-based student teachers to get to
know professionals as models for their development or guide their development as more
advanced peers. This relates to Vygotsky’s theory of the role of adult guidance or more
capable peers (1978, p. 12). In this scenario support was found in professional guidance,
which practitioners drew on when cooperating with more advanced peers, and
professional specialists who took the role of guiding individuals to develop professional
competency. As role models, professionals may direct the student teachers’
development towards an ideal form for practice. Vygotsky’s idea of the zone of

proximal development presupposes that there are ideal forms for practice in the
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environment that serve the role of directing the development of individual and
collective subjects (van Huizen, et al., 2005).

In the bottom row of the matrix the institutional factors, rules, division of labour and
community were identified. Access of student teachers to social practice and ideal forms
for practice was dependent on institutional factors. Rules and cultural norms regulated
the activity of each school and division of labour has developed over time, contingent
on both traditions and developments in society, such as the demographics of the school
district. The community of an activity consisted of those people who share an interest in
the object and motive of the activity which in schools is the education of school
children. School staff, pupils and parents were all considered as belonging to the school
community, although how actively they participated might vary. The school community
was the environment in which the actions of the school-based student teachers were
being carried out. Their emotional experience of being participants in their school
community plays an important role in how they thrive. This in turn has an effect on how
they are able to develop their practice as teachers (Moran & John-Steiner, 2003;
Vygotsky, 1994).

The distance programme

The same method as described above is used for analysing the courses and the
experience of the three student teachers in the programme. In Chapter 8.2 the activity
system of each online course is the unit of analysis, and the focus is on the student
teacher actions in the course websites. In Chapter 8.3 the programme as experienced by
each of the three student teachers is regarded as an activity system and their

participation in the programme is described from their perspective.

In the upper row the tools available to student teachers in mediating the objects of
activity of the courses were both material and conceptual, and the interaction of the two
are examined (Vygotsky, 1978) (see Chapter 3.2.3). Course management systems such
as WebCT offered different tools that support learning, and initiated and provided
opportunities for certain methods for teaching and learning. Teaching methods were
revealed in how lecturers planned student activities, by assignments for students to work
on and in the form of actions taken by teachers in communication with students. The
actions and voice of lecturers in the activity system were important since they function

as an instrument for student teacher learning. Teaching methods also affected the
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possibilities for social practices which were viewed as intellectual resources for
mediating learning, by opening up or constraining possibilities for communication and
collaboration (Daniels, 2001) (see Chapter 3.2.3). These issues describe mediating tools
subjects were afforded when acting on the object of activity and are depicted in the

upper part of the triangle model (see Chapter 3.3.3).

In the bottom row of the matrix systemic or institutuional characteristics in which the
subjects’ actions were embedded were depicted. Rules and cultural norms regulated the
activity of the university as an institution and division of labour was a result of cultural
and historical development where lecturers and students have and keep certain roles.
Rules were both explicit and implicit and they were an important part of regulating
communication between lecturers and students, and also affected student-to-student
communication. Principles put forward as rules within each course revealed the mindset
and the values held (and/or stressed) by the lecturers. Students also developed their own
rules for online communication, which may be based on different values. The
community refers to the social environment in the distance programme and has to do
with the atmosphere that developed among participants, where students and lecturers
were central actors. Individual and collective actions, as described in the upper row of
the matrix, were mediated by the systemic characteristics described in the triangle’s
lower component (Cole & Engestrom, 1993; Engestrom, 1987) (see Chapter 3.3.3).
Using the model provided an opportunity to describe an activity on both individual and
systemic level and enhanceed awareness of how development is a function of their

interplay.
5.5.3 Second phase: Theoretical analysis

In the second phase contradiction analysis as suggested in the expansive learning cycle
(Figure 4.1) was used for theoretical analysis. Individual and collective learning actions
taken by the student teachers as actors in the programme and in the schools were
identified and taken to be indicators of how they develop their practice within the
activity systems where they are situated (See Chapter 4.3.4). The contradiction analysis
using the expansive cycle as an analytical tool revealed the interplay of individual/-
collective and systemic development and revealed at which stage in the cycle resistance

to development lay. In other words it was used for uncovering the zone of proximal
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development thereby directing developmental work. The result of this step in theoretical

analysis brought to light some emerging concepts for use in developmental work.

Contradiction analysis of the three school-based student teachers

In Chapter 7 the expansive learning cycle (see Figure 4.1) was used for directing
analysis of the learning trajectories of Lilith, Sarah, and Sam as interacting with school
development in the respective schools. The use of the cycle allowed the analyst to make
sense of the situation in terms of ‘epistemic learning actions® taken by actors when
dealing with problems and challenging situations in their practice (Engestrom &
Sannino, 2010, p. 11). By following the learning processes of the student teachers in the
schools the aim was to develop an understanding of the kinds of challenges that they as
participants in activity systems were faced with and what kind of support they were able

to use when taking actions for developing their practice in learning to be teachers.

The expansive cycle assumes that development is dealt with both on individual and
system level. Since the developmental processes of the student teachers interact with
system development in the schools, the conditions in the practice of each school were
the point of departure in the analysis (Figures 7.2, 7.4 and 7.6). | explored how the
student teachers proceeded when taking actions for developing their own model of
classroom practice; how they encountered problems stepwise, finding ways to develop
their practice, or how they were stuck and unable to react to a problematic situation (the
dark gray boxes in the figures). Such problematic situations are considered as the first
stimuli for taking actions and in such situations Vygotsky proposed the method of
double stimulations (Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978) which assumes that subjects
are afforded mediators to make use of for overcoming the difficulties. The analysis
therefore explored the meditational means that student teachers were afforded in their

situation as school based student teachers (the light gray boxes in the figures).

Since the teachers developing their practice in this case were student teachers enrolled
in an academic distance programme the possibilities inherent in their position of
boundary crossing was considered. Engestrom (2009b) has argued the importance of

boundary crossing as a source of second stimulation:
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Boundary crossing provides material for double stimulation. It requires
negotiation and re-orchestration. It is the most obvious aspect of the horizontal
or sideways dimensions of development (p. 314).

Recently Engestrom and Sannino (2010) suggested that expansive learning can be
regarded as boundary crossing and network building and discuss an example from

boundary crossing between teacher education and schools.

Contradiction analysis of the distance programme

In Chapter 8 the distance learning programme was analysed as a system in constant
development, where contradictions and their resolutions were the driving force for
change (Figure 8.7). Since the developmental processes of the distance students
interacted with system development in the programme, the conditions in the practice of
the programme when they started their studies was the point of departure in the analysis.
Then | explored how the students proceeded by taking actions for developing their
participation: how they encountered problems (the dark gray boxes in Figure 8.7) and
found ways to overcome problems supported by affordances they were able to use as
double stimulation (the light gray boxes in Figure 8.7), and how their improved
participation contributed to development of the programme (Chapter 4.3.4). On the
other hand | analysed what constrained them in reacting to a problematic situation

which is considered as the first stimuli for taking actions.

Vygotsky proposed the method of double stimulations for supporting people in such
situations (Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978) where auxiliary means or mediators are
afforded for subjects to make use of for overcoming the troubles. This is the foundation
of the expansive learning theory and in the analysis | explored the mediational means
that students were afforded in their situations; here the focus was turned to the
affordances within the activity system of the programme but also looked at how the
distance students could draw on their situation as school based student teachers,
boundary crossing between their home schools and the university programme. This

matter will though be dealt with more explicitly in Chapter 9.

5.6 Presenting the findings in the form of concepts and hypotheses

The purpose of the theoretical analysis is to explore possibilities for future development
of the activity systems of the schools and the teacher education programme as well as

the zone of proximal development for student teachers as actors in those institutions.
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The analysis of the school-based student teachers in Chapter 7 revealed the zone of
proximal development for individual student teachers situated in their home schools as
well as the zone of proximal development for the schools on a system level. In the same
way the analysis of the programme in Chapter 8 revealed the zone of proximal
development for the teacher education programme. Chapter 9 revealed the zone of
proximal development for the schools and the teacher education programme as

interacting activity systems (see the research questions in Chapter 4.4).

5.7 Criteria for quality

Since the hypothetical tools will not be tried out in actual practical work their validity
will not be tested by their usefulness in practice, neither will there be a possibility to
elaborate on the hypothetical instrumentalities since they will not be worked with in

practical development within the limits of the doctoral thesis.

Wardekker (2000) discusses credibility within transformational collaborative research
paradigms such as cultural-historical activity theory and reiterates that their purpose
involves the possibility of developing the practice under investigation. The researcher’s
focus is on the possibilities for enhancing the dialogue between practitioners and
researchers and the intention of research ‘is to establish a ‘discursive rationality’ in
which alternative practices are discussed and tried out’ (ibid, p. 270). Researchers want
to optimize the impact of their research beyond the limit of a specific research project
and the criteria for quality aim at maintaining that purpose. There are no such generally
accepted criteria within the cultural-historical activity paradigm that | know of, but as it
is a research paradigm under development some suggestions have been put forward that
may be used as preliminary signposts. Wardekker (2000, p. 271) refers to an
intervention design where the research project is a collaborative endeavour of
researchers and practitioners when he puts forward four suggestions for quality criteria

which | summarize below:

a) The role of researchers is to be both participants and analysts; working toward a
better practice at the same time as evaluating the results, they need to find a
balance between participation and distantiation. They are expected to be

stimulating partners in dialogue, but not carried away by their enthusiasm.
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b) In research aiming at development of practice, sustainability of change is a
criterion for quality. Participants in a change process should be able to continue
the developmental work after the researcher has left.

c) To have impact beyond the situation of the research project being investigated
the research results ought to have ‘generative power’ which means that they
could be used in similar situations

d) Publications and presentations of research projects should ‘offer enough ideas
and heuristics so that others may be inspired to try something along the same
lines’.

Although the first two points do not apply in my work since | have not been working
formally on change with practitioners, they were helpful in guiding the way | presented
the findings of my study which | have assumed will be used in developmental work
with practitioners. Point 3 and 4 urged me to generate concepts and models from my
empirical data that persuade practitioners of their usability beyond the investigated
situation. | also keep in mind the way in which Vygotsky (1978) presented instruments
as double stimulations for people assuming that they would use their own agency to

make sense of the usability of the stimulus in their situations.

In qualitative research it is recommended that research results be presented to the
participants in the study to give them opportunity to have their say on interpretations.
As the study has proceeded | have done that and their acknowledgement has supported
the validity of the research findings, although the papers written in English have limited
the possibilities for full discussion. Other criteria for the credibility of qualitative
research results are related to the reception by prospective users, in this case both
practitioners and researchers. Throughout the research process | have presented the
preliminary results at conferences both in Iceland (J6hannsddttir, 2005a, 2006a, 2008d,
2010c) and abroad, among them both Nordic and International ICSAR conferences
(International Society for Cultural and Activity Research) (Johannsdéttir, 2004a, 2005b,
2006b, 2006¢, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2010a, 2010b, 2010d) where | have had the
opportunity to get responses from colleagues both abroad and at home (for an overview

see Appendix I1I).

Some articles have been published in Icelandic conference proceedings (J6hannsdottir,
2004b, 2005c, 2007a) and three articles have been published (Appendix III). In the
starting phase of my research a colleague in North Norway and | wrote a paper where
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we compared the inception of distance education for teachers there and in Iceland and
the results were published in Norwegian and English (J6hannsdottir & Skjelmo, 2004;
Skjelmo & Johannsdottir, 2004). Towards the final phase of my research process |
participated in a conference on socio-cultural perspectives on teacher education in
Oxford University where | presented a paper on my results (J6hannsdéttir, 2008b) and |
was invited to write an article in a book edited by Viv Ellis, Anne Edwards and Peter
Smagorinski with the title Cultural-Historical Perspectives on Teacher Education and
Development published by Routledge in January 2010 (J6hannsdottir, 2010b). This
article is Chaper 9 in the thesis. | claim that these articles and presentations have
allowed me to support the credibility and trustworthiness of my research results and

interpretations.

Writing in English

Because of the smallness of the Icelandic community | decided to write the thesis in
English to reach out to international experts in the field of educational research in
general and connoisseurs of cultural-historical activity theory in particular. Since 2004 |
have had the opportunity to present provisional results of the study in international
conferences. That had not been possible if | had been writing in Icelandic. | have
however, also presented and published conference papers in Icelandic during these
years (J6hannsdottir, 2005¢, 2007a).

All interviews are of course in Icelandic and therefore | had to translate the quotations |
use in the descriptions of the cases. Since there might be some nuances in utterances
that get lost in the translations | have made an appendix with the quotations in Icelandic
together with the English translations as information for Icelandic speaking readers
(Appendix V).

5.8 Ethical issues

In gaining access to the fields of study the principals in the schools gave me permission
to enter the schools, first as a part of the research group studying the use of ICT and
later also for studying distance education. The people | interviewed formally were
informed of the context and their rights and all accepted participation. For access to the
courses | got permission from the lecturers to monitor the online webs, WebCT, as well
as to observe the face-to-face sessions. When | entered the face-to-face sessions in each

of the three analysed courses in the beginning of the term | presented myself and my
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study for the students and asked them orally for permission to monitor their actions.
However, | told them that | would send them each a private letter in the mail (Appendix
I1) in the WebCT and ask them formally for permission which I did and they responded

all positively.

In writing and presenting the results of the study I have used pseudonyms; which is the
most general practice in qualitative research. However, because of the smallness of the
Icelandic community it is possible to identify the schools | visited although they
represent school types that could be found all around the Icelandic coastline; an issue |
make an effort to emphasize. As for the courses monitored they are presented with their
real names but without identifying the lecturers. The lecturers were asked to read the
analyses of their courses and have approved my descriptions. | have presented my
analysis to some of the other participants, but because of language barriers | have not
asked them to read through all the analyses in English. In May 2009 | visited Waterside
School and Coastline School and presented the state of affairs in the study and

provisional results for the main participants and the principals.
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CHAPTER 6: THE INCEPTION OF THE DISTANCE PROGRAMME AND
THE EXPERIENCE OF THE FIRST COHORT

6.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to account for the inception of the distance programme as
a new form for teacher education in Iceland since by its advent it became possible to
complete a full degree for compulsory school (pupils age 6-15) teacher education at a
distance. The aim is to describe the origin of the distance programme and enhance
understanding of why and how it was launched. Furthermore, | wish to describe and
analyse the first phases in its development. The expansive learning theory follows the
Vygotskian tradition which assumes that when researching the development of human
activities the analysis of the actual state of affairs reveals its possibilities for future
development, i.e. for identifying the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).
An awareness of the historical development of the relevant activity is important for
better understanding development as historically evolving processes (Chapter 3.3.3).
Therefore, before turning to the analysis of the state of affairs in of the distance teacher

education programme in 2003-2006, | explore its inception in 1993.

The expansive learning theory (Engestrém, 1987, 1999b; Engestrém & Sannino, 2010)
is used as a comprehensive framework for analysis and interpretation. Guided by the
expansive learning cycle (Figure 4.1) | looked at the distance programme as an
innovation in teacher education responding to a need state and have striven to explain
what need state in the schools in Iceland led to the formulation and launching of the
programme in 1993. | describe its main features and what made its realization possible.

The analysis is based partly on documents, published as well as unpublished, accessed
in the university’s archives, which provided information and shed light on the
interaction of different factors at play in Icelandic society when the distance programme
was taking shape. A valuable resource on the first years of the programme was an
evaluative research project on the first cohort from 1993-1996, where both quantitative
and qualitative data were collected from start to graduation (J. Jonasson, 2001).

Further data was generated by interviews with pioneers carried out during field visits.
Three former distance students were interviewed and asked to recollect their memories

of the experience of being pioneers in the programme (Appendix ). Their narratives
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were used to describe the first steps in the development of the new distance model from
the perspective of student teachers, challenges they met and the way in which they

overcame problems and learned to function as school-based distant student teachers.

In Chapter 6.4, the expansive learning cycle is used as a framework for interpreting the
descriptions constructed in Chapters 6.2 and 6.3. The chapter concludes by calling
attention to some concepts generated from the analysis and important for understanding
the first phases in the developmental process of the new model.

6.2 Launching a full B.Ed. teacher education programme

6.2.1 The need state and the lifelong learning movement

Despite the success of the flexible programmes (Chapter 1.3.2) the lack of teachers
continued to be a problem in the sparsely populated districts. The problem was the
greatest in the coastline region which is the field of the study, where in 1992-1993 50%
of teachers were without formal qualifications (Stefansdottir & Myrdal, 1993). The
schools had a poor reputation, and results from standardised national examinations
confirmed that pupils’ achievement was amongst the lowest in the country which the
community felt was not acceptable. The problem also existed in other districts, and the
heads of regional educational offices, in cooperation with school principals and teachers
without qualifications, called for a different form of teacher education, since many

teachers were not in a position to move to Reykjavik for the regular, on-site programme.

In the years preceding the 1990s the ideas of lifelong learning and the need for
continuing education for the workforce in general, were being put on the agenda
internationally. Society’s need for enhancing the knowledge and qualifications of
citizens, in order to serve the emerging new era of the information or knowledge
society, was to be addressed through lifelong learning. Distance learning was promising
as a means to that end all over the world, and the success of the Open University in the
United Kingdom was an important model (J. T. Jonasson, 1987). It had been ‘founded
[in the 1960s] on the belief that communications technology could bring high quality
degree-level learning to people who had not had the opportunity to attend campus
universities’ (The Open University, 2009). New technologies presented possibilities for

putting these ideas into practice. Without question this international wave affected how
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the Iceland University of Education, as well as the Icelandic authorities, responded to
the need for qualified teachers in the rural areas.

In Iceland the Ministry of Education established an Executive Committee for Distance
Teaching (Icelandic: Framkvaemdanefnd um fjarkennslu) in 1986, charged with the task
of exploring the feasibility of initiating distance education in Iceland and evaluating
which subjects should be prioritized (J. T. Jonasson, 1987). The terms of reference
mentions teacher education along with the Icelandic language, knowledge and skills
about computers for the general public and education concerning fish products. The
committee proposed a teacher education distance programme for in-service teachers as
feasible, as well as shorter teacher certification programmes. The experience of the
Iceland University of Education in offering flexible programmes to serve the need for
teacher education was mentioned and the importance of supporting that initiative was
highlighted.

6.2.2 The organisation of the B.Ed. programme

In 1989 the Iceland University of Education (IUE) responded to the call for an
alternative form of teacher education by forming a working group on decentralized and
flexible teacher education. The idea was to build on the experience the IUE had of
enabling people living in the countryside to pursue studies through unconventional
routes (Stefansdéttir & Myrdal, 1993). In late 1989 the group proposed that the IUE
would offer a full Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree via distance education.
Sigurjon Myrdal, the first coordinator of the distance education programme, explains

why this was the view of the group:

An important objective of our project is to eventually eliminate the number of
unqualified teachers in our basic schools, by offering teacher education to a pool of
fairly educated people living in the rural communities. This was the primary reason for
the propelling of this relatively large distance education programme and maybe explains
why it was given priority over some other smaller or less complicated courses, for

example in further education or in-service education of teachers (Myrdal, 1994b).

In January 1993 the programme was launched with the same entrance requirements as
for the traditional programme. To begin with applicants from rural areas with a teacher

shortage had priority, although it was not a formal rule for admission. An emphasis on
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maintaining similar standards to the traditional programme was stressed to avoid
speculation that the distance programme was of poorer quality (Myrdal, 1994b). It was
organized as a part-time course over three and a half years, with three semesters each
year, equivalent to three years of full time studies. The first cohort started in January

1993 with graduation planned for summer 1996.

The organization was such that there was a two-week session on campus in the
beginning of January each year and 3-6 weeks during four summers (Stefansdottir &
Myrdal, 1993). Otherwise the programme was planned as independent study, where
Internet connections were supposed to be the main medium of communication between
teachers and students. Since the technology was new to both teachers and students it
was assumed that ordinary mail and telephone would be used alongside email. The face-
to-face sessions were considered necessary to present an overview of the learning
material and explain learning tasks for the students, as well as for giving lectures and
taking exams. The experience showed that the time on campus was also used for student
collaboration and social fellowship, and both students and teacher educators came to
appreciate the face-to-face sessions for that purpose (J. Jénasson, 1997; Kristinsdottir,
1995).

The distance programme followed the same curriculum as the on-campus programme,
although electives were somewhat fewer. The majority of the student teachers worked
as teachers alongside their studies.! If that was not the case the IUE and the district
services collaborated on arranging home schools for them where they were supposed to
do their practice teaching and other practical assignments related to their studies
(Stefansdéttir & Myrdal, 1993). The distance programme, like the on-campus
programme, allotted 14 weeks for practice teaching. Even though the school-based
student teachers generally took their practice teaching in their home schools,
programme staff strongly encouraged them to complete at least one period in another
school. However, it depended on the circumstances, both in the schools and of the
student teachers. For the majority of students the programme was in effect a school-
based apprenticeship model for teacher education based on a kind of partnership
between schools and the IUE. The local schools and regional education offices took on

the responsibility of supporting their employees while they were studying.

! In a questionnaire from 1996, which was a part of the evaluation study conducted by J6n Jénasson
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6.2.3 The Internet as a mediating tool

The development of new information and communication technology played an
important role in the realization of the programme. The promises and possibilities of the
Internet actuated the vision of enhancing access to education for marginalized groups of
people, such as those living outside the periphery of the universities. In Iceland a
grassroots movement of small schools in sparsely populated districts had started to build
up Internet connections. This movement grew fast and in 1992 it became formalized in
a nationwide network; the Icelandic Educational Network (lcelandic: ismennt). This
network became an important supporter as well as promoter of distance learning for
enhancing education, especially in the countryside (J. Jonasson, 2001). These Internet
pioneers were interested in the possibilities inherent in the new information and
communication technology for enhancing collaboration by connecting schools and
widening access to educational institutions. The interplay of new technology and the
emerging ideas on social justice and lifelong learning facilitated the launch of the
distance programme, although the primary motive was the need for teachers with
appropriate education in compulsory schools (Myrdal, 1994b).

It is evident that ismennt, as a movement of teachers, also played an important role as
responsible supporters of the distance programme. Ismennt had become a movement
arousing general interest, and in the spring of 1993 80% of all schools in the country
had been linked to the Internet through the network (Stefansdottir & Myrdal, 1993). The
enthusiasm of the innovators ensured that the distance programme could rely on their
support, and they took responsibility for ensuring that distance student teachers had
access to the network, either from the schools where they worked or from their homes.
Ismennt also offered the students courses on using the Internet before they started. Most
of the network’s staff members were teachers, which ensured a better understanding of
teachers’ needs and circumstances. This was a crucial matter in creating a supportive

community around the new technology (Stefansdéttir & Myrdal, 1993).

The IUE and school district offices also reached agreements stipulating that the offices
would, as a rule, support student access to necessary computer devices in the respective
home schools (Kristinsdottir, 1995). The offices were also important promoters of this
educational opportunity for rural schools. The offices and local schools took on the

responsibility for assisting in planning practice teaching and providing venues for
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examinations. In this manner the schools, the district offices, and Ismennt, in

combination, provided pedagogical support for distance student teachers.
6.2.4 The first cohort

In the first cohort that started in the spring term 1993, there were eighty-three students,
75 women and eight men. They had been chosen from 194 applicants. Most of them
started in January (65) but several students (18) were admitted in April, since there was
political pressure to take in more and additional funding made it possible (Stefansdéttir
& Myrdal, 1993). The prerequisite was having sufficient preparatory education, but
applicants with experience of being school teachers where there was a lack of certified
teachers were prioritised. In this first cohort there were student teachers from all over
the country, although most of them came from regions where there had been teacher
shortages and very few were from Reykjavik and the surrounding area. Around 80% or
67 students had some teaching experience, 10 of them having a decade or more of
experience, while 15 had no teaching experience at admission (J. Jénasson, 2001, p. 76).
Age was higher than in the on-campus programme and the age range more widely
distributed, with the oldest born 1934 (59 years old when she started) and the youngest
born 1970 (23 years old when she started) (J. Jonasson, 2001, p. 73). Around 70% of

the group, 54 students, all women, graduated in June 1996.

Admission guidelines for the distance programme were based on a societal need for
qualified teachers, especially in the rural areas. This resulted in the community of
distance students being relatively homogenous; it was made up of females from the
countryside, average age 30-40, with teaching experience and a formal education
equivalent to a matriculation examination or more. Some had a university education in
the school subjects they had been teaching. It can be assumed that they were
enthusiastic and ready to sacrifice a lot to get an education, because at the time there
were no funds or resources to pay for travel and board in Reykjavik at least six weeks
per year. Most of them had a full-time job and family commitments; although the advice
of the programme committee was that enrolled student teachers should have maximum
50% job obligations (J. Jonasson, 2001).

2 Although in effect that was the case there were exceptions e.g. an applicant living in Reykjavik with no
teaching experience. The University stressed the importance of keeping the rules for admittance open

while there was a pressure from politicians to prioritize applicants from the sparsely populated districts.
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6.3 The experience of three student teachers enrolled in the first cohort

Three teachers who were enrolled in the first cohort in 1993-1996 were asked to recall
their experience of being pioneer distance students. They were asked to reflect on why
they wished to participate in the programme, what they learned and how they used what
they learned to enhance their professional practices, and how it may have eventually
affected school practices in general. The narratives below are based on their memories.

6.3.1 Three student teachers in the first cohort and the situation in their schools

Helen had been teaching in Marwick School, situated in a small fishing village, when
she started in the distance programme. At that time there were five teachers and
approximately 30-40 pupils in the school and the principal was the only one who had
teacher certification. When the opportunity opened up to get initial teacher education
via distance learning the principal encouraged the teachers to apply. Helen and one of
her colleagues started in the first cohort in 1993. The other two followed their example
and within a few years all the teachers in this small school had got their qualifications
through the distance programme. When interviewed in 2004 Helen held the post of
principal in the school and planned to enrol in the Educational Administration graduate
programme at the IUE, offered via distance learning.

Elisabeth had been teaching for several years in Waterside School, with more than 500
pupils and about forty teachers, located in the district’s main town. She had graduated
from the University of Iceland with a B.A. degree in two subjects, which she taught at
the lower secondary level, but did not have teacher certification. Several other women
teaching in the school were in similar situations, had various educational backgrounds at
university level but were without teacher certification. Elisabeth explains that at the
time the school had a poor reputation in the community. Results in standardised national
examinations, where pupils were repeatedly below average, were linked to the high
percentage of teachers without certification. Elisabeth and her colleagues thought the
situation was unacceptable and started to search for ways to improve their situation as
professionals, thereby hoping to change the situation in the school. They were not able
to enrol in the on-campus teacher education programme: ‘... we all had our families
here... could not or did not have the courage to move to Reykjavik at that time.’
Elisabeth was in 2004 a vice principal in Waterside School, where a number of teachers

had been enrolled in the teacher education distance programme, as well as in graduate
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programmes in recent years. She had been taking courses in the Educational

Administration graduate programme and was near completion.

When Jenny started in the distance programme she was a teacher in Coastline, a small
fishing industry town where the school had approximately 150 pupils and 20 teachers.
She had studied at the University of Iceland for one year when she got the opportunity
to become a lighthouse warden for a year, together with her fiancé. After that they
settled in their hometown and she got a job as a teacher in the school. When the
opportunity came to continue her studies in the teacher education programme via
distance learning she seized the opportunity. She described it as an inner need to
continue to learn even though the circumstances were difficult. When interviewed in
2004 she was head of teaching in the upper primary, ages 10-12, as well as being
enrolled in graduate-level courses in general didactics and information and

communication technology education, through distance learning.
6.3.2 The reasons for participating in the distance teacher education programme

The overview of the three women and their situations illustrate that both personal
circumstances and lack of qualified teachers in the schools created the need for a non-
traditional form of teacher education. Elisabeth explains why she and her colleagues
took the initiative to call for an opportunity to access the teacher education programme

and get formal teacher certification:

We simply wanted to enhance professional discussion in the school, and yes, to
be able to title ourselves as teachers. We were women who were really
interested in teaching and we had been reading articles and books, etc. So we
talked to Peter, who at that time was the head of the school district office, had
many meetings with him and he fought for this and made it possible (Interview,
May 2004).

The six women in Waterside had been questioning practices in their school before
commencing studies. Elisabeth narrates how it was their intention to change the school,
and that they saw the teacher education programme as a supporting element in that

endeavour:

What we wanted to do was to change the situation, change the image of the
school in the community. We wanted to increase respect for the school in the
community, and get rid of some negative aspects that had created an unpleasant
atmosphere in the school; [...] ... make the school better, the pupils happier and

108



that we could look at the group leaving the 10" grade standing here outside the
school and look proudly into the future (Interview, May 2004).

It is apparent that the women had visions for their schools, and enough self-confidence
to believe that they were able to change them; that a precondition would be to be
accredited as qualified teachers. In Waterside community as well as in the region as a
whole there was general agreement on the need to improve the schools. Since the
percentage of qualified teachers had for a long time been the lowest in the country it
was obvious that something had to be done to change that. Both the school authorities
and the unqualified teachers agreed on the matter and were willing to do something
about it. From the interviewee’s standpoint there was no question that the support and
initiative from the school district office, alongside the encouragement of its director

Peter, was crucial. Helen recalls this:

He really encouraged everybody, phoned the schools asking if we weren’t ready
to do it, to try to get into the distance programme to get a teacher education,
which would make it possible for us to continue living in our home towns and to
keep our work as teachers (Interview, February 2004).

Helen also remembers that the principal in Marwick where she was teaching
encouraged the teachers to apply, gave them her recommendation and contacted the
programme administrators at the IUE to push for their admission. The principals and
Peter at the school district office seem to have formed an effective pressure group for
the district and as a result about 23% admitted in the first cohort came from the district

(Myrdal, 1994a); an act which clearly recognized the difficult situation there.

6.3.3 Support for student teachers participation in the programme

Like most of the student teachers in the first cohort, Helen, Jenny and Elisabeth were all
teaching in their schools alongside their studies — generally a full-time job — besides
having family obligations with young children at home. For understanding their
learning as related to their circumstances is important to consider what supported them
in participating in the programme, what was challenging, and how they managed to
overcome the challenges and continue. Support from within the programme and from

the home district will be examined.
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The technology

The programme was planned as independent study where students worked on their
studies from home, supported by mail correspondence with lecturers as well as on-
campus sessions twice a year. The possibilities that opened up when the majority of
schools were connected to the Internet were of crucial importance in realizing the
distance education programme as an online distance programme. All distance students
were secured access to an Internet-connected computer, either in the school where they

worked or in a nearby school if they were not teaching. However, as Elisabeth recalled:

There was a sort of a tension linked to it, something was always going wrong.
We had only this one computer at the school which we could use; we didn’t
have it at home (Interview, May 2004).

But the technology and the access developed fast. Already in the third year of the
programme many had got themselves personal computers with an Internet connection in

their homes.

Although the Internet was supposed to be the main medium of communication between
teachers and students, ordinary mail and telephone were also used. In the beginning
email was mainly used for students to receive assignments and submit solutions to
teachers, although bigger essays, where the page layout mattered, were sent by ordinary
mail. This was before sending attachments was an option in email software. The women
all stated that it was primarily independent study, except for the on-campus sessions. It
mattered a lot however how the lecturers handled their teaching tasks. The technology
was new to students and teacher educators alike. This caused tensions when teacher

educators were not using it effectively, as Jenny mentions:

The email was very primitive and something we were not familiar with. And not
all the teachers were capable of using the email. From some of them you never
heard a word (Interview, February 2004).

The teacher educators

The pioneer distance students all agreed that it mattered a lot how the teacher educators
handled computer communication. In some cases they had little to no contact between
face-to-face sessions. They remember the feeling of being ignored, that the teachers had
forgotten them or did not have time for them; still other teachers were always prepared
to help. Helen explained the importance of good contact with the lecturers in general

terms:
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It doesn’t matter how old you are. If you have a task and someone is the
manager, you have to be in contact with that person. You have to get some
feeling... not only through the computer. And some of them [the teacher
educators] gave us great access to them, saying like: Just send me questions any
time, or you just phone me, etc., while others had a scheduled time for such
questions. Most of them, though, were easy to access (Interview, February
2004).

This lack of contact with some of the teachers at the IUE led to tensions, which made

the distance students feel isolated and frustrated. Elisabeth reflected:

If I had been alone with so little connection to the teachers, 1 would have just
given up with such a disaster (referring to an incident when assignments had got
lost in computer communication) (Interview, May 2004).

Collaboration and peer support

The students reacted to tensions caused by a lack of contact with some teacher
educators by sticking together and collaborating. In Waterside, where six women were
part of the programme, they would meet to collaborate and support each other in
reading and doing assignments. Elisabeth describes how they ‘made strong personal
connections and helped each other a lot, met and pulled each other ashore and battled’

(Interview, May 2004).

In the latter part of the programme new collaboration groups were formed and students
learned to collaborate with their schoolmates no matter where they were living. By then
they had gotten to know students from other places, and were in groups based on

subject specialization. Elisabeth recalled:

When we started to separate we helped, got phone calls, one of us chose English
and collaborated with a student in the East (Interview, May 2004).

Helen also talked about how they learned from meeting people from other rural
regions, in similar situations, and started to collaborate with people in the programme,
independent of their location. The collaboration was not only around the studies; since
most of them were teaching they started to support each other in their teaching jobs.

Helen explained:

Look, if you just said; look; it is really working out well with me in mathematics
if I teach it this and that way. Then someone would come and say: Oh god, can
you help, I heard you were teaching this class, the 3" grade. It is really going
badly. What is it you are doing? And then you told them what you were doing,
something like that and then that person went home strengthened .... And then
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maybe you were sending them material and all kinds of things afterwards
(Interview, February 2004).

Such conversations could happen in face-to-face sessions, or by contacting each other
from their homes. Helen recalled using the phone even more than email. However,
email was used to exchange texts, whether it was regarding study assignments or for

the exchange of school assignments used in their own teaching.

The face-to-face sessions in Reykjavik were of crucial importance for making personal
contacts, both with peer students and lecturers, as well as for learning to work together.

Helen illustrated this well:

When we met in Reykjavik we stayed together as a group a lot, met a lot outside
school and things like that, eating together in the canteen, collaborating on
assignments in the library. Things like inviting the teachers to dinner with us. |
still keep in touch with many of them. It was often really fun. It was interesting
to hear what all the others were doing. This opened up so many things, opened
up so much, you see, because they were all teachers. Because more or less they
were teachers in small schools, so you could ask them what they were doing.
You could get a lot of information, share a lot. [...] And then you return home,
not only with the knowledge from the teacher programme, but also what the
others were doing, and in that way you were adding to your knowledge all the
time (Interview, February 2004).

This is a good example of how the distance students explained how they were learning
not only from the formal learning tasks they were supposed to perform as part of their
studies, but also from their schoolmates being in similar situations, teaching in local

schools in the rural areas.

Support in the home district

An agreement had been made that the school district offices would support the distance
students, and all of them mentioned how important and supportive the head of the
district office, Peter, was, and thanked him, both for making the programme a reality
and for continuing encouragement. Initially his intention was to provide books that the
distance students would need and they could come to the office to read and discuss
them. In reality it was more like being invited for coffee and cakes, he was always

willing to listen and provide support when needed and that was appreciated.

All three mentioned that the support they got from colleagues in the schools where they
were teaching while studying was important. Elisabeth thought that the experience of

teaching, together with the support she had in her home school, were the preconditions
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for her being able to succeed in the programme. Helen indicated the importance of
having a supportive principal, who had herself recently graduated from the on-campus
programme, and encouraged her to try out things she was learning with the pupils. This
possibility was an important advantage of working as a teacher at the same time as

learning to become a professional. Helen explained how this functioned for her:

You would always adapt to your own situation. Look, this was your world, the
school, where you were teaching and you applied all the material you got. You
were always trying to apply, asking: How can | use this in my teaching? And
immediately when we had learned how to make a teaching plan and things like
that; integrate — make social studies by integrating geography, history, home
economics and things like that, then you could organize a tourist bureau here
with the pupils. And everything worked out well and you went back happy [to
the programme]. [...] And then we shared, you always shared with the others
right away (Interview, February 2004).

In Marwick, Helen, and her fellow student and colleague, used their newly acquired
knowledge in their practice, thus bringing new ideas and practices from the programme
to their school. Their changed practices in turn affected school development, as well as
motivating the rest of the unqualified teachers to apply for the distance programme. In
this case the importance of the culture of the school being receptive to new ideas
brought from the activity of the programme is crucial.

In the beginning it was the principal who was supportive and encouraged the student
teachers to bring knowledge from the programme into their school practices. They were
given agency and space to try out ideas from the programme, be they from teachers or
schoolmates. Later, the pioneer distance student teachers supported those who followed
in their footsteps. They then understood the situation and what they were going through

and could help and provide support.

Ellen [a colleague and distance student] maybe phoned me and said: Helen, |
need to talk to you, I really do. And then we’d chat; yes, but you could write
about for example [...]. And then she had got some catch phrases which made
her see the light at the other end of the tunnel you know. [...] And then, the next
morning she would show up saying: ‘Look I just sat all night and everything
worked out well, so I just finished it, it was just great!’ [...] Sometimes it is
enough just to pat someone on the shoulder saying: ‘Oh, I know what you are
talking about’. Often that’s quite enough, you know (Interview, February 2004).

The example shows an atmosphere supportive of the distance student teachers being
cultivated in the school.
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6.3.4 How participation in the programme supported school development

It is of interest to learn, when looking back, how the former distance students
experienced the programme as supporting them in their professional development as
school teachers. How did the academic studies in the university programme work as
relevant resources for them in developing their practice in the schools and how did their
participation in the programme influence school development? Helen recalled that
developmental psychology was useful, while mathematics was difficult, and that
students did not find the cultural history of Romans especially relevant to their work as
teachers. Elisabeth analyzed how the programme affected their self-confidence and gave

them strength to pursue change:

The teacher education we got at that time made us more secure and enhanced
our position as teachers. We began to come forward, the teachers without
professional teacher education, just finishing a course in didactics of social
studies and knew perfectly that we were talking about something that made
sense, knew how we wanted to do this and said that we were not satisfied with
how things were done now, and we wanted it this way (Interview, May 2004).

Elisabeth continued and described how the atmosphere in Waterside School gradually

changed:

| think that when these six women started their studies then the other teachers
began to talk together more than before... there was a kind of renewal. There
was a group of qualified teachers here but when the rate of unqualified is so high
a professional discussion doesn’t thrive. We are quite sure that this [enrolling in
the programme] has totally changed the school. The school ethos and the attitude
of the community towards the school have changed (Interview, May 2004).

She realized that there may be many interrelated factors affecting school development
and explained that the advent of a new principal was believed by many to have made

the difference but:

the situation had begun to improve before he came. [...] We were maybe not
thanked for that, but we want to say that it is because we got that opportunity
(referring to enrolling in the distance programme) (Interview, May 2004).

In her estimation, the school was moving towards a more professional mode of fulfilling
its role. She mentioned, for example, how discussion in the staff room changed, how
they started talking about pupils as children and individuals and taking professional

responsibility for their education, wellbeing and future.
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We stopped talking about how tedious Jacob could be and difficult, ‘just like his
grandmother used to be.” Instead we began talk about what we could do to make
Jacob feel better, and how we could organize our teaching so that the slower
pupils could manage their learning tasks somehow (Interview, May 2004).

6.4. Development of the distance education programme referring to the expansive

learning cycle

Now the inception of the distance programme and the first phases in its development as
experienced by the three pioneers will be analysed with reference to the expansive
learning theory. The expansive learning cycle (Figure 4.1) explains development in
terms of how the object of an activity is expanded and new model developed when
individual subjects or collectives start questioning existing practice and call for change.
That is termed the need state (Chapter 4.3). When the object of activity is changed it
calls for developing new kind of practices, new mediating tools, and different division
of labour. In other words, a changed object initiates secondary contradictions that
manifest themselves in disturbances, problems and tensions in the activity which
participants need to overcome to keep the system functioning. Secondary contradictions
are also initiated when new elements such as new mediating tools are presented for use
in an activity system (Engestrom, 1987; Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). The expansive
learning theory is based on Vygotsky’s method of double stimulation (Vygotsky, 1978)
and in analysing developmental processes the affordances that subjects were able to
draw on as second stimulations in their circumstances are identified for understanding
what supports people in overcoming troubles and developing practice. Here the first
phases in the emerging new model for teacher education in Iceland will be examined as

a foundation for the analysis of the actual stage of the programme ten years later.
6.4.1 The need state

The distance education programme was launched in response to a persistent lack of
qualified teachers in compulsory schools in rural Iceland, especially in certain sparsely
populated regions. Unsatisfactory results from standardised national exams of pupils
leaving compulsory school put a pressure on school authorities to recognise the
problem. The teacher education was based in Reykjavik and short term efforts offered
for uncertified teachers in rural schools had not sufficed. Responding to this situation,

regional school authorities, principals in school suffering from a lack of qualified
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teachers and the uncertified teachers put a pressure on national school authorities and
the Iceland University of Education for offering different forms for teacher education
for meet the needs of both the schools and individuals wanting teacher education
without moving to Reykjavik. Their collective effort is argued to have been important
and may be taken as a symptom of collective responsibility of people at different levels
of the school system for improving the situation in the schools. They needed double
stimulation to support development of practice in the schools and called upon the
teacher education institution to support them and offer a new model for teacher

education.
6.4.2 The new online technology

The interplay of new information and communication technology and ideas on life-long
learning and social equity in access to learning had opened up new possibilities for
organising distance learning. The enthusiasm of Ismennt as a grassroots movement of
teachers in small rural schools and general belief in the possibilities of the technology
were important in launching the programme. Thus the Internet with possibilities for
online communication along with future visions of its role in education was the

instrument that made the idea of distance teacher education feasible.

Engestrom (2007a) has addressed the importance of understanding the interplay
between conceptual and material tools and claims that there has been a tendency to
introduce new digital tools in a ready made form without taking into account that there
is more to it. He argues for the need to better analyse their qualities and potentials as
mediating instruments. In this case, even if the technology was a supportive tool, it also
brought new problems. In the new distance programme two important factors had
changed from the conventional teacher education. The student teachers where different
from conventional pre-service student teachers since most of them worked as teachers

in schools, and the Internet was a new mediating tool for teaching and learning.

Both lecturers and the student teachers needed to learn to use the new technology which
in the beginning was primitive and technical problems were causing tensions. A lack of

lecturers’ know-how in communicating on the Internet could be frustrating and the
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Figure 6.1 Early development of the distance education programme in relation to the expansive
learning cycle

student teachers complained of isolation and lack of contact to some of the lecturers.
Both student teachers and lecturers were learning to function in a new model that had
been set off when the distance programme was launched and encountered contradictions

that caused tensions among subjects.

Several factors supported the student teachers in overcoming such tensions which may
be interpreted as double stimulation afforded in their situation. The face-to-face sessions
in campus in Reykjavik were of critical importance. There the student teachers and the
lecturers got to know each other, formed personal contacts and built a community where
they learned to collaborate and share solutions. The atmosphere of mutuality supported
the distance students when dealing with frustration and feelings of isolation during the
online sessions where the fast evolving communication possibilities and better access to
the Internet served as an important tool. The support that the distance students got at
home both from colleagues in the schools and district school authorities was also

important support for not giving up when things got frustrating. In the description above
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it is also apparent that the usefulness of the studies for their practice in the schools was
an important stimulation encouraging students to keep on going despite at times

frustrating circumstances.
6.4.3 An emerging new model of teacher education

In the form for teacher education that was being developed from 1993 onwards the ties
between the theoretical and the practical were closer than in conventional teacher
education since the student teachers were school-based while enrolled in the university
programme. The narratives of the pioneer student teachers give a vivid picture of how
they tried out in practice right away methods and ideas they had been learning about in
the programme. This relates to Vygotsky’s theory of the relation between scientific and
everyday concepts (Vygotsky, 1986) and extended by his followers who concluded that
in order to enhance learning, scientific concepts need to be supported by procedural
knowledge (Karpov, 2003) (Chapter 3.2.3). According to the theory it was an
affordance for the distance student teachers to be simultaneously participating in the
schools and the university since the boundary crossing enabled them to link the

theoretical to the procedural and vice versa.

From the descriptions of the pioneers it may be seen that student networking and
collaboration were becoming an important characteristics of the emerging new model.
Not only were the distance student teachers forming networks for supporting each other
in the studies, they were also collaborating for supporting each other in developing their
teaching. Edwards (2005b) has suggested the concept relational agency to describe how
people learn to work collectively when dealing with expanded objects by recognising
and accessing the resources of each other. ‘Relational agency involves a capacity to
offer support and to ask for support from others’ (ibid, p. 168). According to the
narratives of the first distance students this kind of capacity emerged in the first cohort
when they were dealing with transforming the practice of teaching and learning in the
new distance model. This would be interesting to explore further although it will not be

done here.

Lack of contact with lecturers was a problem during the first years. In emphasising the
importance of good contacts between teachers and students the ideal form was
described as lecturer-student communication based on a feeling of good contact and

easy access to lecturers. Lecturers that were developing their teaching practice in this
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direction helped the distance students to overcome frustrations and feelings of isolations
and functioned as a double stimulation for students.

6.4.4 Contribution to school development

Not only does the placement of the distance student teachers in the schools facilitate the
linking of theoretical and procedural knowledge and thus support their learning. They
were also in a situation to bring new knowledge from the programme into the school on
a regular basis. Their enhanced practice might be a contribution to school development,
as reflected in the teacher narratives, where they describe how they were able to use
ideas and knowledge they brought from their participation in the programme to initiate
school development in their home schools. This is in accordance with theories of
boundary-crossing that argue that the situations of individuals who participate in and
move between systems open up possibilities for them to become brokers or change
agents (Engestrom, 2009b; Wenger, 1998). (See a more elaborate discussion in Chapter
8). However, the way in which knowledge moves from one system to another is not
likely to be in the form of direct application or transfer. Engestrém (2009b) has
explained how boundary crossing provides material for double stimulation, requiring
agency of subjects who need to re-arrange and negotiate what they bring from one

system in order to use it for stimulating practice in the other (ibid, p. 314).

Here the development Elisabeth describes in Waterside school may be taken as an
example of expansive learning. In her opinion the possibilities that opened up with the
distance programme were crucial for initiating the change which in her description
follows the expansive learning cycle (Figure 6.6).

The school practice had been questioned in the community because of unacceptable
results in national exams. However, when the group of teachers to which Elisabeth
belonged started to question the school practice it was initiated by tensions in the object
of school activity and the role of schools between good results in exams related to
instruction and upbringing related to pupil happiness and wellbeing and concern for
their future.
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Figure 6.2 Development of Waterside School in relation to the expansive learning cycle

The student teachers were expanding their understanding of the object of schools by
including upbringing and developing a responsibility for the role of teachers and
schools in the future and general wellbeing of children. In Elisabeth’s words they
wanted to change the school to make ‘the pupils happier, and that we could look at the
group leaving the 10" grade standing here outside the school and look proudly into the
future’ (Interview, May 2004). It is suggested that what supported them in taking
actions and asking for teacher education that suited their situation was that they were
mothers that had their families in the town and they had ambitions for themselves as
educated women. The school was an option for them to get a professional job. Being a
group of six women in a similar situation enhanced their development of collective

responsibility and agency for taking actions.

A changed understanding of the role of the school for pupils called for changed teaching
methods as well as changed discourse among the school staff and Elisabeth described
how their enrolment in the distance programme helped them work for change. She
explained how participation in the programme enhanced their self-confidence as well as

their professional authority when reasoning with others about the way in which they
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would like to change practice. The new model the student teachers worked towards
during their enrolment in the programme required changed teaching methods to meet
the need of all pupils, changed discourse emphasising more professional talk and a new
focus on what the teachers could do for pupils instead of refering to hopeless families
that were unable to learn. From Elisabeth’s account, collective responsibilty of teachers
acting with awareness of the role of school for the pupils’ future was being developed in
the school. She felt that the collective agency of the six student teachers empowered by
enrollment in teacher education had made the difference. Furthermore, school

authorities had recognised the need for change and supported changed practice.

This analysis of the expansive learning in Waterside School is only based on an
interview with one former distance student and no other empirical data is available for
describing how the new model was accepted by teachers in general and applied at a
system level. However, ten years lated when the school practice in Waterside School
was analysed, characteristics of the model being developed at the initiative of the first
distance students was evident (Chapter 6.2). At that time school management was a
teamwork among three leaders. One of them was Elisabeth, who encouraged collective
agency and collective responsibility in the school community. The practice of the school
as an institution was characterised by responsiblity for education of all children which
was identified in the discourse of teachers in general and in interviews with principals
and school-based student teachers. It was generally accepted that the school ethos and
the attitude of the community towards the school had changed. When interviewing a
distance student teacher based in Waterside School in 2003-2006, it was noteworthy
that she emphasised the role of teachers and schools in children‘s wellbeing and refered

to responsibility for their future.

6.5 Findings

Several useful concepts which are important for understanding the conception of a new
model for teacher education and the first phases in its development have emerged from

the analysis.
6.5.1 Collective responsibility and collective agency

The most important factor in facilitating the conception of the distance programme was

the collective responsibility of agents at different points within the school system in the
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rural districts. Their responsibility motivated them in taking actions in response to the
need for a deviant form of teacher education for making the schools better. The
collective agency was important for forming a relationship and commitment among the
student teachers, the local schools and the teacher education institution. In addition, the
school district offices responsible for running the schools and the professional teaching
support via Ismennt made this first distance programme unusual. The problematic
situation in the rural schools was acknowledged. Those stakeholders who had a shared
interest in improving the situation managed to cooperate to the extent needed to launch

the programme.

Furthermore, in developing school practice in Waterside collective responsibility and

collective agency are suggested to be important for facilitating development.
6.5.2 Networking and collaboration

When the new programme had been launched the distance students were confronted
with challenges where lack of contact with lecturers was a central problem. It is argued
that in overcoming that problem they learned to form networks of fellow students where
they supported each other, shared knowledge and experience and collaborated with each
other. This new practice is suggested to have been an important contribution to the new

model emerging in the first years.
6.5.3 Agency of practitioners

The example of the expansive development in Waterside School may be used as a
reminder of the importance of taking agency of practitioners into account when thinking
about the usefulness of educational programmes. By considering teacher education as a
double stimulation in school development requires that agency of subjects is assumed:
that people need to re-arrange and negotiate what they bring from one system to be able

to use it for stimulating practice in the other.
6.5.4 Shared responsibility and partnership

The new model involved elements of a partnership model, where responsibilities for
educating teachers were shared between university, compulsory schools and the
teaching profession. Partnership models in teacher education are now widely being

discussed and promoted as a preferable form for teacher education (Darling-Hammond,
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2005; Edwards & Mutton, 2007; Furlong, et al., 2000). The development of the distance
education programme at the Iceland University of Education will be examined in the
next chapters where the research focus turns to the situation a decade later, in 2003-
2005.
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CHAPTER 7: THE EXPERIENCE OF THREE SCHOOL-BASED STUDENT
TEACHERS IN THREE SCHOOLS

7.1 Introduction

A substantial part (about 40% in 2004) of student teachers enrolled in the distance
programme for compulsory school teachers (age 6-15) have worked in schools while
studying for teacher education degree. The aim of this chapter is to generate knowledge
and understanding about challenges that school-based student teachers are confronted
with when learning to be teachers. In schools in the coastline region under study there

had been a shortage of teachers with teacher education for a long time.

In this chapter three cases are considered: Lilith in Waterside School in Chapter 7.2,
Sarah in Coastline School in Chapter 7.3, and Sam in Creek School in Chapter 7.4.
The narratives are generated from the ethnographic fieldwork and form the empirical
data on which the theoretical analysis is based in the latter part of each chapter (see
Chapter 5.5). To conclude the findings are presented in Chapter 7.5 in the form of
concepts suggested for use in developmental work with practitioners in the schools. The
concepts are used for guiding the proposal of hypotheses for use in developmental work

in the conclusion.

7.2 Lilith in Waterside School

7.2.1 Waterside School

Waterside School is a big school with more than 500 pupils, situated in the biggest town
in the region. There were over 50 teachers, and almost 80 staff members in all. The
school buildings were old and overcrowded and the school has had to make use of
nearby buildings not designed for teaching. However, the school library was rather
spacious, centrally situated, and modern, with several Internet-connected computers and
a remarkable collection of video-material, in addition to books. The library was
considered an important support for learning, and during my field visits more often than

not the librarian was busy helping pupils in an overcrowded location.

Information and communication technology was used for recording information
concerning school management, both for intra-school management and cooperation
with parents and the community. Teachers had access to eight Internet-connected

computers in their workspace and the school had one computer classroom for pupils. In
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the school year 2002-2003 up to 60% of the parents asked for a password to be able to
track their children’s performance on the school intranet. Class teachers had a list of
parent email addresses, though it depended on the teacher how much it was used. Staff
estimated that up to 90% of the parents had email. One of the student teachers
graduating spring 2005 explained how she opened access for pupils to contact her
outside of class, through the use of MSN instant messaging channels (Interview, Olga
June 2005). The principal managed the school’s website, where he also published

school news for parents and other interested community members.

In Waterside the division of labour was built on clearly defined staff roles involving
awareness of respective responsibilities (Figure 7.1). School management was in the
hands of a principal assisted by two vice-principals. The principal’s office was situated
behind the teachers’ work rooms, and teachers reported having easy access to him and
claimed he was a good listener (Interview, Lilith January 2006). The vice-principals had
their offices side by side outside the teachers’ area. As a rule they kept their doors open
to the hallway, where the oldest pupils would hang out during breaks. The vice-
principals cooperated closely and communicated with pupils, who were always
welcome in their offices for a chat (Interview, Elisabeth May 2004). Teachers were
either class teachers for grades 1-7 or subject teachers in grades 8-10. Special subject
teachers might also teach lower grades, such as ICT, arts and crafts, or physical
education (PE). Teachers were expected to collaborate. Isolation of class teachers is a
well-known problem in schools but here, since each grade was normally divided into
three classes, the rule was that class teachers collaborate on curriculum planning and
coordination of content and methods. The principal’s opinion was that this cooperation
was an important forum for student teachers to develop their ideas while learning to be
teachers (Interview, Donald April 2005). The school had an official policy on inclusive
education which meant that disabled pupils participated in general classroom practice.
However, special teaching was also provided in separate classes. Depending on their
disability pupils were often supported by teaching assistants, with whom the teachers

collaborated, both in preparation and practice in the classroom.

There were several immigrant pupils at Waterside School. An interview with Olga, who
had just finished her teaching degree through the distance programme, reflected a sense

of responsibility and professionalism in how they were taken care of:
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Certainly immigrant pupils have put their mark on the school culture, not least in
our district. I think that this infusion has gone well and it has been very maturing
for us natives to welcome new members to the community. [...] I know this
from my own experience as | taught a Polish girl last year. | had to contact her
parents because of some problems at school. I could not phone the mother as she
did not speak Icelandic or English, only Polish. And the nature of the problem
was such that it was not appropriate to ask the girl to interpret. So | had to phone
her work place and ask the boss to give her a message to meet me with an
interpreter. That worked (Interview, June 2005).

The community, seen as the collective group sharing an interest in educating the
children, includes both school staff and parents as well as pupils. Observations and
interviews revealed that communication among different community groups was
welcoming in nature and characterized by open channels across hierarchical boundaries.
My experience in visiting the school such as stopping by the staffroom, gave a feeling

of an open atmosphere, giving space for personal as well as professional discussion.

Waterside School has years of experience with student teachers being employed as
teachers while studying. Since 1993 there have always been some teachers enrolled in
the distance programme, at first only for teacher education, and later, when it became an
option, for graduate studies as well. During the years 2003-2005 four or five of the
teachers were enrolled in a teacher education distance programme, and seven or eight
were enrolled in graduate-level distance programmes. Most of them studied at the
Iceland University of Education, but some at the University of Akureyri, the second
university in Iceland to offer a full compulsory teacher education distance programme
and graduate-level distance programmes. The principal and one of two vice-principals
were taking diplomas in educational administration, while the second vice-principal
chose a graduate programme in special education. They explained how they deliberately
chose different programmes in order to complement each other and broaden their
education as a team (Fieldnotes, April 2005).

7.2.2 Description of Lilith as a school-based student teacher in Waterside School

Lilith was almost thirty years old when she started the programme in fall 2002 and she
finished after five years in spring 2007. She had been living abroad for several years
before she moved back to her hometown, along with her husband and child, about 10
years old at the time of the fieldwork (Figure 7.1). In the school year 2001-2002 she got
a job as a teacher in Waterside School where she was responsible for ICT teaching.
Being an ICT teacher meant that she got to know almost everybody in the school, as all
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classes at the upper primary and lower secondary level had computer lessons with her.
In addition she supported other teachers with computer use when needed. She soon got
the reputation of being very helpful and willing to provide support to teachers

(Interview, vice-principal February 2003).

When I first met her in February 2003 she was enrolled in the programme’s first year.
At that time she was responsible for ICT as a subject in Waterside School. When
enrolled in her second year she had become a class teacher in the lower primary,
teaching one of three 3" grade classes. For the next two years she continued teaching

the same pupils in 4™ and 5™ grade, as well as teaching several ICT classes.

She recalled that when she started teaching she was immediately fascinated by the job
of being a teacher, and applied for the distance programme thinking that it was the
easiest way to obtain teacher certification. Since she had a good basis in ICT and
English she had thought she would select those areas of specialisation to make her
studies easy. She found the studies very interesting, and when the time came to select a
specialisation she wanted much rather to add to her professional knowledge instead of
taking the easy way out. She chose primary level teaching, emphasizing arts and
creative work. Examples of her products from the programme could be accessed on the
Internet since she kept a homepage during her studies. She felt that she was able to
apply what she learned in the programme, trying out different things with her class, as

well as in ICT lessons (Interview, January 2005).

The object of activity for Lilith as a teacher in Waterside School

Most of the time while enrolled in the programme Lilith was a class teacher at the lower
and upper primary level. The diverse group of pupils was of mixed ability, with
different problems and strengths, and Lilith was expected to apply inclusive teaching
methods in accordance with official school policy. Several pupils had behaviour
problems and some did not speak Icelandic as their first language. There was one
autistic pupil in the class, supported by a teaching assistant with whom Lilith
collaborated in preparing lessons so it enabled the pupil to participate in a way that
might also benefit the other pupils. The inclusive policy required Lilith to work with
specialists outside the school regarding pupils with special needs. She cooperated with
the two other class teachers teaching the same grade on curriculum planning and

coordination of content and methods.
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Mediating tools & practices

Interacting material and conceptual tools

Affordances in the school community

Learning materials
Text books
sometimes supported
by web material and
videos.

Plants in the
classroom used for
teaching along with
diagrams and maps.
The school
surroundings, both
playground and
nature, used as a
learning environment.
Work sheets
sometimes used but
Lilith prefers other

Teaching methods
Lilith used dialogue
with the class supported
by books and pictures.
Regular use of the
‘carousel ‘method
which she felt opened
up more diverse
approaches.

Play, movement and
creativity important, all
kinds of breaking up
monotonous practice.
Assessment: kept

regular record of pupils’

assignments for

Professional models
Collective self-

confidence characterized

Waterside School.

Discussion of ideas with

experienced colleagues.
Supportive atmosphere.

Management team was a

good model for

communication, listening

and searching for
solutions individually
and collectively.

One of the teachers got
the President of Iceland
award as an outstanding

Social practices

Three class teachers teaching
the same grade cooperated on
curriculum planning,
coordinating content and
methods. Collaboration with a
teaching assistant and
specialists outside school
concerning special needs
pupils. Parent cooperation.
As ICT teacher:
communication with class
teachers.

Collaboration in the school in
general.

overview of each pupil’s

teacher in 2005, a model

approaches. progress. Lilith mentions.
Subject: Obiject
Lilith: Teaching lower primary class,

In her thirties,
married mother of
one child in upper
primary.

Started teaching
2001.

First enrolled in the
programme 2002.
Classroom teacher
and subject specialist.

pupils age 8-10 with diverse
needs; some disabled, and

Intended outcome: Pupils able to control

themselves, both behaviour and learning,

able to enjoy freedom and responsibility.
ICT skills to better cope with present times.

behaviour problems; some
ethnic backgrounds other than
Icelandic.

Subject teacher in ICT in

upper primary and lower
secondary level.

Systemic - institutional factors mediating actions of subjects

Rules

Each grade was divided

into three classes and
teachers cooperated on

curriculum planning and
coordinated content and

methods.

Values guiding the rules in

general: being good
listeners, supportive,
positive attitudes to

problems and motivating

people, pupils and

teachers, in the belief that

they were able to cope.
Lilith set rules for her

class based on trust and

personal contact, listen

to pupils individually and
discussing with the class
about the connectedness of
behaviour and wellbeing.

Community

For Lilith the school community was
collaborative and supportive, people
consistently striving to do their work

and wellbeing. Management team
listened to teachers and pupils,
emphasising finding solutions to
problems by talking together.

studies with her colleagues who were

of having student teachers working as

ing
in the management team.
Characteristics: professionalism and
caring for pupils.

better; coherence in values guiding the
practice, concern for the pupils’ future

Lilith could discuss new ideas from her

helpful; maybe more willing to teach her
than to learn from her. Long experience

teachers while studying. Many enrolled
in distance programmes, undergraduate
and graduate studies, including the three

Division of labour

A management team: principal and
two vice-principals.

Teachers were either class teachers
in grade 1-7 or subject teachers in
grade 8-10. Special subject teachers
also in the lower grades, such as
ICT, arts and crafts, or physical
education.

Other specialist professionals:
personal adviser for pupils,
librarians, special needs teachers,
computer technician, etc.

In all cases teachers were expected
to collaborate with other teachers.
Lilith collaborated with a teaching
assistant in supporting a disabled
pupil’s participation in lessons.
Lilith discussed the different roles
of teachers and pupils with the

pupils.

Figure 7.1 The activity system of Waterside School with Lilith as subject
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Lilith felt it was important to plan well in advance since the pupils had such different
needs (Interview, January 2005). In addition Lilith taught ICT classes as a specialist,
which gave her the opportunity to communicate with the respective class teachers, and
she expressed an interest in having time to work more closely with them. When asked
about her motive and what would be the desired outcome of her work she said she
would like to teach her pupils to be able to control themselves, both in terms of
behaviour and learning, as well as to enjoy freedom and responsibility. As an ICT
teacher, she added, she felt it was important for them to be competent users of new

technologies to cope better with present times (Figure 7.1).

Lilith described the condition of the pupils and how sensitive they were when she first
met them in 3" grade. Some of them had headaches and stomach aches every day,
because they could not cope with the noise, and those same kids could not handle it if

somebody raised their voice with them.

| use gestures a lot, a facial expression, a tone, and you know they learn it right
away. When | interfere then | try to do it on an individual basis, not to scold
them in front of the whole class. And even just walking over to them, laying my
hand on their back, and saying: aren’t you gonna do fine, love? And well, kind
of training them to work together and sort things out for themselves (Interview,
January 2006).

When teaching the class for the third year Lilith was pleased to see how much they had
improved their conduct and wellbeing. Her aim had been to teach them self-control and
bit by bit they became more successful. Her approaches had been based on listening to
them individually, and then discussing with the whole class how behaviour affects other
people’s wellbeing.
But then they come to me when | have been away and say: yes it is just that | felt
so bad when this one was, because ... And I ask why? This one was noisy and
that one was noisy and there was no peace. [...] We talk about things like that in

class meetings, so they learn to understand that their behaviour affects the group
and the wellbeing of others (Interview, January 2006).

In this way the pupils were learning to control themselves, even if Lilith was not there,
but it had taken time and patience as well as insight. In order to be able to enjoy
freedom of action pupils had to learn to be aware of the limits set by their social

surroundings.

You can let them loose inside the box but the box has to be clearly demarcated
(Interview, January 2006).
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Lilith saw it as the role of the teacher to support pupil self-control by giving them
agency in their learning, for selecting assignments, proceeding at their own pace and
moving freely around the classroom if they felt they needed. At the same time she made

them aware of the limits set by the social circumstances in the school.

Teaching methods, learning materials and monitoring pupils’ progress

Lilith likes to use dialogue where she leads a class discussion to enhance understanding
of subject matter and concepts. She realized the importance of open discussion when
teaching science once. The pupils were supposed to fill in a workbook after reading the
textbook, and she found out that one really clever boy was desperate because he did not
understand. She then reasoned that more pupils would not understand and there might
be something wrong with the method she used. She started by reading the text carefully

together with the class, and then they would all collaborate on filling in the workbook.

Then | take the workbook and say, well kids, like you | have not done my
workbook. Well, what do you think should be put into this box? What are we
supposed to do here? And someone says here, and we help each other, and you
know they take it as a given that I don’t know what should be put where
(Interview, January 2006).

She said she regularly used the ‘carousel’ method, where she organized work stations
around the classroom for small groups, and then they rotate their tasks regularly. She
felt that this method opened up for more diverse approaches, thus, as a rule, it was on
the schedule four times a week. She also thought that it was important that pupils had an
opportunity to select tasks and have some control over their learning. Therefore, instead
of following the textbook, she strived to plan in such a way that they were given more
agency to control for themselves (Figure 7.1).

And | allowed them to choose, so if they wanted to choose enchantment they did
so, and if they wanted to choose animals in Africa they did, and things like that.
And if they wanted to do an assignment using a calculator they were allowed to,
all depending on what they were comfortable with and what they wanted to do
(Interview, January 2006).

With increasingly individualized or personalized approaches Lilith had fallen into the
habit of regularly keeping records of small assignments that pupils worked on in
lessons. In this manner she kept an overview of each pupil’s progress, on which to base
her final grading. Lilith valued collaboration, and strived to cultivate a supportive
atmosphere among the pupils.
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And those who are working in the same book can choose together, help each
other and things like that. And they are really good at helping each other, and it
doesn’t often happen that they sit a long time with their hand up waiting for
help. It hardly happens anymore because they just ask the next guy and if he
doesn’t know they ask the next one. And then if | say: you are not supposed to
shout like that across the classroom they would say: yes but | needed help with
maths and he knows how to do it.

And someone is walking around and I say: why are you wandering around? I’'m
helping because I’'m already done (Interview, January 2006).

She described the way in which she thought she had succeeded with the class, and how

this had resulted in better communication and attitude of pupils toward one another.

So I’'m really happy with that, and also you know, those who knew used to be so
arrogant towards those who didn’t know. But, just as well, that is disappearing
bit by bit (Interview, January 2006).

Lilith emphasized that in her opinion play, movement, and creativity are important in
teaching and learning, and believed that anything to break up monotonous practice was
for the better. However, at times she needed to use work sheets with fill-in exercises and
stick to the textbooks, just to keep the pupils calm and functioning. When she was
starting with the class she had to rely more on that kind of practice, but later, when she
had managed the discipline, she was able to try out different methods.

For example: Well kids now we’re going to look at two pages here in the math
book, take a look. Now let’s get the measuring sticks, which measuring sticks do
you think we need? Then we go out to the playground and start measuring. And
then in the next class we write on the page: done outside on the playground, and
then these two pages are done. | would like to work much more like this, with
the Icelandic [mother tongue as a subject] and all kinds of things. | want to get
away from the workbooks because | think they learn so little from workbooks;
much more from playing (Interview, January 2006).

The school community, rules and division of labour

Lilith described the school culture as collaborative and supportive, where people are
consistently striving to do their work better, and the values guiding their activities are

concern for the future and wellbeing of pupils (Figure 7.1).

Yes, it is a kind of safety net of people, and you know if you make a mistake it
is not the end of the world. And it is so incredibly strong that you always feel
that people are thinking: How can I do my job better? [...] There is nothing like:
Oh, this one is quite impossible and there is nothing we can do for him. Rather:
Well, we have a problem here and what can we do? Because how will life be for
him when he grows up, we have to do something now (Interview, January
2006).
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She also felt that the community was rather open and provided space for professional

discussion.

All this chat in the staffroom, yes | was reading this article and things like that
(Interview, January 2006).

Lilith thought that her colleagues were helpful, although often more willing to teach her
than to learn from her contributions. Nonetheless she could discuss new ideas from her
studies with her fellow teachers, though they were not necessarily ready to accept them
or change their own. She mentioned, both in her contributions to discussion in the
analysed courses (Chapter 8) and in interviews, how she had been spreading ideas from
her studies in the school. One example was when a special method in teaching children

concepts by visualization was presented in the programme:

Actually I have already sent the web address to the principal because I think this
can be useful in teaching right away (Digital portfolio, May 2005).

Since there is a long experience of having student teachers work as teachers in the
school while studying, there are many among the staff who are familiar with the habit of

bringing new ideas from studies and wondering if and how they should be applied.

Of course many enrolled in distance learning and many in the graduate programme.

Yes, because such a large part of the group is in distance learning. It is such a
large part you see, if | was the only one in the distance programme and there
weren’t people constantly getting these ideas and theories. Then you would just
be overruled, but since there are so many distance students and many that have
been distance students and many doing graduate studies — it has opened up the
door to the mind of many energetic individuals (Interview, January 2006).

Lilith felt that it had been of great importance that all three members of the management
team had been enrolled in graduate programmes as distance students. ‘It opened many
doors’ she said. Then she praised the principal and the two vice-principals for being
good listeners and supportive, having a positive attitude towards problems, and

stimulating teachers in the belief that they are keen and able to cope.

And you know, he [the principal] listens and listens and listens and thinks and
then later you get a response. And you know, the vice-principals, they are very,
very busy and it has been a bit difficult recently, much illness among the staff.
But we have all just tackled this jointly [...] They, the management group, give
us the freedom we need to take control, and work things out for ourselves
(Interview, January 2006).
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This same attitude, expressed by the management team, was true regarding the pupils
too, she claimed.

Yes and the kids, they really, if they’re having some kind of trouble then they
walk into their offices, and it is completely open for communication there
(Interview, January 2006).

Although Lilith described a positive atmosphere and development she was not
uncritical, pointing to issues that caused tensions, and resistance to changes and school
development in general. She felt that there was a generational gap in teacher attitudes
towards changes in the school, the older generation being more conservative. She also
pointed to systemic characteristics constraining development, such as an inflexible time
schedule and stiff subject division, especially in the lower secondary level. When ideas
of integrating subjects came up teachers tended to protect their subject by counting the

minutes they would lose, and things like that.

All the fluidity is lacking, it is all so closed inside the little boxes in the schedule
(Interview, April 2005).

She also had contradictory feelings about the cooperation with the other class teachers
teaching the same grade. She felt that sometimes it could be a constraint, as they might
not be willing to make the extra effort needed to do something new. On the other hand
she admitted that having to discuss ideas with experienced colleagues could be an

important step in her learning process of becoming a teacher.

Lilith described her experience of belonging to a supportive school community, which
may be characterized as bordering on collective self-confidence, in terms of their belief
in their capacity to work professionally, and the emphasis placed on open and honest
communication between people. As a school-based student teacher Lilith was in a
situation that afforded her a lot of opportunities for social practice, as well as providing
her with professional models she could use to direct her development. The school
community was open to new ideas, which made it easy for her to introduce novelties

she brought from the programme, thus contributing to school development.
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7.2.3 Analysis of the learning process of Lilith in relation to school development in
Waterside School

Responding to a need for change; the existing practice

When the first student teachers based in Waterside School entered the distance
programme in 1993 a process of school development was initiated when they started to
question the practice of the school and identified a need for change (Figure 7.2). They
had a vision of changing the school (Interview, Elisabeth, May 2004, Chapter 6) which
initiated a process resulting in an expansion of the school activity on a systemic level
(Chapter 6). Expansive development included acknowledging that educating children
meant taking responsibility for the future welfare of all pupils. An important part of the
process was to change the way teachers talked about the pupils, which can be
understood as a mediating tool (Figure 7.2) for reconceptualising the object of activity
of the school by changing, and expanding, the understanding of the school’s role in

pupils’ education and welfare.

The school had, by 2005, over 10 years of experience with having student teachers
enrolled in the distance programme and their situation of learning to be teachers was
respected and reflected in the school practice, for example, by organising placement of
student teachers in teams that would allow for cooperation with more experienced
teachers. The school had in fact taken on responsibility for supporting the student
teachers in learning to become teachers although it had no formal obligation to do so

(Interview, principal, April 2005).

When Lilith started to teach in Waterside School she entered a school that had been
developing practice in accordance with a changed vision for several years. She
experienced the school community as being generous and supportive, both
professionally and personally. She described the school as a developing community,
where people were constantly striving for doing their work better, guided by concern for
the wellbeing and future of the pupils. From her words as well as those of other
professionals in the school, values in the school community seemed to be coherent and
shared, reflected in open communication across hierarchical boundaries, where
members of the community were encouraged to talk and come up with solutions for
problems that arose. It may be concluded that the staff had arrived at cultivating

collective responsibility for children’s wellfare and education.
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Figure 7.2 The learning process of Lilith in Waterside School in relation to the expansive learning
cycle

The process of developing own model for classroom practice

Lilith did not question the school practice in general when she started to teach in
Waterside School. She identified however possibilities for developing practice. She
wished to form her own model of classroom practice according to her ideals that were
evolving from her experience of teaching as well as being inspired by her enrolment in
the distance programme. Lilith’s challenge was to develop classroom practice using
diverse teaching methods and use differentiated methods for all pupils although with
different potentials and needs. Since the school had adopted an inclusive school policy
she like other teachers was expected to plan for the participation of all children in the
classroom and in Lilith’s class there were several children with special needs. It was
especially demanding to plan classroom practice in a way that the autistic child would
be able to participate. At the same time it may have made her more aware of the right of
all pupils for participating in school practice although they may have serious
disabilities. Lilith’s ideal was to break away from monotonous seatwork by using

various methods emphasising play, movement and creativity.
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Before being able to implement this kind of classroom practice, Lilith had to deal with
the problem of keeping discipline. Conventional teaching methods such as keeping
pupils busy in seatwork with textbooks serve both for keeping control in the classroom
and for instruction which in terms of activity theory is explained as a primary
contradiction within the teaching method. In order to be able to use differentiated
teaching methods she had to develop alternative methods for control and discipline in

the classroom.

In responding to this challenge, Lilith realised that the pupils were very sensitive and
needed a calm atmosphere in the classroom in order to be able to concentrate on
learning. She discovered that she needed to learn to listen to them and develop
sensitivity towards their condition and feelings. Then she recognised that developing a
personal mode of communication with pupils for controlling classroom conduct needed

to be an important step in developing differentiated teaching methods.

In reflecting on the pupils as objects of school activity Lilith considered her role as a
teacher as well as the role of school as an institution. She reasoned that she would like
to teach them in a way that fostered self control, both in their classroom conduct and
their learning, so they would be able to enjoy freedom as well as responsibility in their
lives. Guided by a vision of the pupils’ future she was expanding her understanding of
pupils as the object of school activity and the role of teachers and schools in their
upbringing. The new understanding directed her actions at fostering better
communication, enhancing pupil self control and respect for other people, thereby
striving to cultivate a collaborative atmosphere in the classroom. The communication
was dealt with as part of the curriculum by taking time to discuss behaviour and how it
may affect other people‘s feelings. This reflects how an expanded understanding of the
object of activity calls for attention to the mode of communication. Language as a
mediating tool had to be changed for fitting the reconceptualised object, otherwise
secondary contradiction between a changed object and old tools would cause
disturbances and hinder development. Since expanded understanding of pupils as
objects of school activity had directed school practice in general for some time the
discourse in the school supported Lilith in focusing on the pupils and recognising their

needs.
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Another issue that Lilith dealt with in developing her preferred model for classroom
practice had to do with assessment. She recognised that conventional assessment
methods such as summative final exams would be contradictory to her innovative
teaching methods. She saw keeping an overview of each and every pupil’s pace as a
necessary part of differentiated teaching methods and developed habits for assessing
pupil progress and keeping a record of it on a regular basis in her daily practice.
Enrollment in the teacher education programme where formative assessment methods
were presented supported her development of this practice. As a student teacher she was
in a situation of boundary crossing thus being able to use her participation in the
programme as a double stimulation for overcoming challenges she faced in the school.

What supported or constrained Lilith in implementing her model?

In general the the atmosphere in the school was open to new ideas and supported
innovative practices like Lilith wanted to develop. She had relative freedom to try out
new teaching approaches with her class, but since there were three classes in each age
grade there were rules regarding coordination that somewhat constrained her freedom.
The three teachers had to agree on choice of textbooks and materials, which had to be
gone through at roughly the same pace, at the same time as adaptation to personal
differences was supposed to be taken into account. This was a challenge for Lilith in
developing her preferred model. She had to compromise with her colleagues and align
her practice with theirs while at the same time developing her own model for teaching
based on using more diverse methods and breaking away from monotonous seatwork
whenever she saw an opportunity for doing so. Having to align with the others
constrained Lilith’s teaching methods, which became partly directed by the textbooks
which she wished to avoid. However, she managed to compromise by following the
textbooks without working with them directly, e.g. by using different methods to work
with the curriculum content, such as using the playground for measurements in
mathematics and the natural environment for science assignments. In addition on a
regular basis she used methods where different kinds of learning tasks, and not the
textbook, directed the process of pupil learning. Here she was drawing on her
participation in the programme as a double stimulation since the methods she wished to
use had often been promoted in courses and in general she was keen to try out new

methods she had become acquainted with in the programme.
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In spite of the constraints of being part of a team of the three teachers, it was also an
affordance since she could draw on her colleagues’ experiences and viewpoints when
dealing with challenges in her work. The principal saw this arrangement, of teams of
teachers responsible for coordinating their classroom practices, as an important platform
for learning and teacher development, and a preferred situation for student teachers.
After Lilith started in the programme he had deliberatly placed her in such a team to
support her learning process in practice. The division of labour in the school, both
horizontal and vertical, served an important role for social mediation and it provided for
access to an ideal form for good practice. In addition to collaborating with peer
teachers, Lilith collaborated with teaching assistants, the school management team, the
librarian, special needs teachers, advisers and experts outside the school, as well as
parents. In the process of learning to be a teacher, the activity system of the school
provided her with affordances for stimulation in the form of social mediation where she
got an opportunity to learn from peers, professionally more advanced colleagues, as
well as different specialists of other professions. Being placed as a student teacher in
Waterside School, Lilith’s potential to work in accordance with her ideals and develop

as a professional was considerably enhanced.

Contribution to school development

Given the long tradition of placement of distance students in Waterside School it had
become habitual that teachers brought in new ideas and knowledge, thus contributing to
the development of the school. The practice of brokering (Wenger, 1998), that is,
bringing knowledge from the activity system of the programme, had been developed
ever since the first distance students (see Chapter 5). Athough Lilith was developing
innovative teaching methods they were not at odds with the general practice in the
school where it was assumed to be a part of school development that teachers would be
developing innovative practices. However, Lilith was certainly taking actions to
contribute to school development, such as presenting new ideas that she brought from
the teacher education programme to her colleagues as well as to the senior managers.
She was able to develop this competence because of the collaborative atmosphere in
school which presumed agency and contribution of actors. The activity system of the
school supported her in simultaneously learning to develop her classroom practice and

learning to be an active participant in school development.
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The tradition of focusing on communication in the school was an important symptom of
a well functioning practice that supported teachers in dealing with problems and
challenges. Lilith drew special attention to the principal and the two vice principals
being good listeners and always taking time to listen to both teachers and pupils which
might be taken as a symptom of openness and a contribution to improved practice. She
also told me how the management team used to refer to their belief in the potential of
the staff for collectively finding ways of dealing with problems. The managers assumed
the agency and capacity of the staff to take actions at the same time as being willing to
provide support if needed. Here communication and collaboration are identified as key
concepts in supporting development of the individual as well as system development.
By fostering their use Waterside School had managed to develop the activity system of
the school on a system level in a way that it was capable of responding to societal

changes.

Zone of proximal development in Waterside School

Lilith had some times found irritation and tensions when innovative practices had been
accepted in general but a few teachers, especially the older generation, lagged behind
(Figure 7.2, a dark gray box). This is a manifestation of tertiary contradictions. She also
had realised that systemic characteristics in the school, such as an inflexible schedule
and stiff subject division could be barriers in school development. When individual
teachers or a group of teachers wanted to develop new models in their teaching, such
systemic characteristics might be hindrances and cause troubles because of secondary
contradictions between an expanded object and methods for mediating actions and old
rules and division of labour. For overcoming such disturbances and developing practice,
systemic characteristics such as the time schedule would have to be changed. At the
time of fieldwork no such systemic changes were identified in Waterside which
functioned more or less in accordance with the conventional structure of schools in

Iceland.

In Waterside School practice had developed in line with the expansive learning cycle
since actors had learned to deal with changes both as individuals and collectives as well
as on a systemic level. As a consequence professional development of teachers was
linked to system development which implied that school development had become part
of the object of school activity. My analysis shows how individuals and the school
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were developing in dialectical interaction. The zone of proximal development for
Waterside School would lie in realising the kind of changes in systemic characteristics
that Lilith identified to overcome barriers constraining development of innovative
practice on a whole school level. Actions for overcoming tensions caused by tertiary

contradiction were needed (Figure 7.2).

In addition the analysis of interviews with the student teachers point to the need of
dealing with problems and disturbance in the school activity caused by quaternary
contradictions between the school and the teacher education programme as interacting
neighbouring activity systems (Figure 7.2). Lilith had experienced conflict interest
between the school and the distance programme which caused tensions and disturbances
in daily practice since the timetables of the two systems had not been coordinated. The
time planned for face-to-face sessions in the programme on campus in Reykjavik had
interfered with the school start in the autumn which had caused diverse difficulties. It
had also been problematic that the arrangements of practice teaching had not been
modified for school-based student teachers. For developing practice the two systems
have to collaborate for coordination. Overcoming quaternary contradictions would
require inter-organizational boundary work where the schools and the university would
have to negotiate to co-configure their practices (Chapter 3.3.4). Collective
responsibility and shared responsibility on a system level is suggested for directing that
kind of developmental work. This will be further analysed and discussed in Chapter 9.

7.3 Sarah in Coastline School

7.3.1 Coastline School

Coastline School is, by Icelandic standards, a medium-size school with approximately
150 pupils, situated in a small town with around one thousand inhabitants. There were
between 20-25 teachers, and the staff as a whole totalled up to 30 people. The
schoolhouse is rather spacious, as the number of pupils has decreased recently alongside
a diminishing population in the town. Some 10-15 years ago there were well over 200
pupils, so the school professionals have been facing a situation of fewer pupils each

year.

During the years of my fieldwork in the school, 2003-2005, a school website was set up

as well as an intranet for registration of information for school management, teachers,
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and parents. The plan was to give parents access to their children’s performance on the
intranet. It had not been requested by the parents but the principal saw information and
communication technology as a tool for enhancing communication between home and
school. According to the principal most of the homes in the town had computers with
Internet access (Interview, February 2004). The school library, which also served as a
municipal library, was situated on the ground floor, close to a special entrance for the
public and at the same time somewhat disconnected from school activity. One computer
with Internet access for users was situated in the library, where one librarian served the

school half of the time and the municipality the other half of the time.

The teachers’ working space was in one small room next to the staff room. There they
had access to two Internet-connected computers. The teachers used to prepare their
teaching in their classrooms after lessons, but there they only had access to old
computers without Internet access. After regular school hours teachers were free to use
up-to-date computers in the pupils’ computer classroom. In spring 2005 a wireless
network was set up so that the Internet could be accessed throughout the schoolhouse.
In addition, four laptops and one projector were purchased. This was provided to
teachers for direct teaching using the Internet, and also for pupils who could borrow the
laptops when working on projects in the classroom. Teachers could also use the laptops
whenever they liked for their professional work. This was positively accepted right
away, both by teachers and pupils, and proved to function well.

In Coastline School there was usually one grade in each class (occasionally two grades
in one class) and as a rule one teacher responsible for each class. The teachers therefore
had considerable independence in curriculum planning and teaching methods, where the
rules on division of labour did not assume collaboration with other teachers. These
kinds of professional work regulations may lead to isolation of class teachers, a well-

known problem in schools.

During the three years | visited the school two women, one at time, held the position of
principal, the same female vice-principal working with both of them. The principal in
charge the first two years had several years of experience in the job. During this time
she completed a master’s degree in educational administration by distance learning at
the IUE, but quit for another job in town, partly because she found it hard to change and
develop the school (Interview, February 2004). The principal in 2005 had an
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educational background and experience in school counselling and had been working on

her master’s through a distance programme at the IUE.

Both principals were concerned that a lack of cooperation among the teachers was
constraining school development (Interviews, February 2004, and April 2005). The
former blamed the model of the school, which had for a long time been that of one
teacher teaching pupils in the same grade in one class. She saw a result of this model
being that a collaborative atmosphere had not been cultivated. She had for several years
been promoting a new way of cooperation, breaking up the class organization, setting
aside the conventionl timetable and making multiage groups for theme work. In those
periods, regulations for planning and teaching required teachers to collaborate. This was
also thought of as a way to step out of the traditional routine, and she hoped that this
way of working would open up avenues for more collaboration in general in the school.
However, that did not happen, as the teachers, while happy with a change of routine,

went back to their classrooms and closed the doors.

The latter principal felt that her challenge would be to get the teachers to collaborate
and make their classroom practices more overt. She had been a teacher in Waterside
School before and claimed that there was a great difference in atmosphere.

Maybe it was because people work closer together there, because there you are
maybe in an age grade team or teaching the same subject as someone else. Here
people are more independent workers. I don’t know if that has an effect
(Interview, Rachel, April 2005).

She also thought that the problem could be related to the regulation of one class in each
grade, which does not ‘force’ teachers to cooperate. She felt that more open,
professional discussion among the staff would be important for further development of

the school. In her opinion:

It is both difficult and boring to work alone; it enhances work satisfaction to try
to work a little together (Interview, Rachel April 2005).

During her first year as principal in 2004-2005, she promoted a project for the upper
primary (11-13 years old) where three class teachers were encouraged to cooperate. The
teachers agreed in a positive manner to participate and were able to base their work on
the experience gained from the open school project, promoted by the former principal

(Interviews, April 2005). In both cases the initiative for changing things came from the

142



principals. However, they did not manage to follow up on intermittent changed practice
by implementing lasting changes at system level in the whole school.

The school policy was built on inclusion, so special needs pupils, such as pupils
diagnosed with ADHD (attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder) or disabled pupils,
participated in regular classes. In that case teaching assistants would support the

teachers in the classroom but special teaching was also provided in separate classes.

Because of changes in the community brought about by immigrants moving to the town
the school had been facing new challenges. One of the teachers, who had taken courses
in teaching Icelandic to foreigners, was responsible for teaching Icelandic to about 10
pupils who needed support in the language. She had also taught Icelandic to adults in
the town. Three of the teachers were immigrants, teaching physical education, dancing,
and visual arts. There seemed to be a positive acceptance of multicultural development,
and the pupils talked about how they missed the Thai dance teacher who was on
maternity leave. Nobody mentioned that the task of integrating immigrants was

problematic.

When visiting Coastline School it was intriguing that many of the staff had been or
were enrolled in distance learning, both undergraduate, graduate, and further education
programmes e.g. for teaching assistants. Out of approximately 20 teachers with teacher
certification, nine had graduated from the distance education programme at the IUE and
four were enrolled in the IUE programme during the fieldwork; two had just completed
a graduate diploma. Since its inception, there have always been some teachers from
Coastline enrolled in the distance programme at the IUE.

7.3.2 Description of Sarah as a school-based student teacher in Coastline School

Sarah was in her early thirties when she started in the distance programme in 2002, at
that time a single mother of one child, about 8-9 years old (Figure 7.3). Before entering
the programme she had three years experience as a teaching assistant in a rather big
school in another region, providing support in a class with a disabled pupil. Because of
this experience, and a lack of qualified teachers in her hometown, she was asked to
move back home and take a job as a class teacher in Coastline School for the school

year 2001-2002. Sarah was not at all sure she could cope with being a class teacher, but
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when both pupils and parents turned out to be very satisfied with her work she applied
for the distance programme and was admitted for the fall 2002.

Sarah was in her second year in the programme when | first met her in February 2004.
She felt she had learned a lot during this time and that the programme had supported her
in developing her practice as a teacher. Previously she was not self-confident with
regard to university studies, but she gained courage when she turned out to be a
successful teacher. She studied a lot during the first year of the programme (watched
television only at Christmas, she recalled), and was successful despite struggling with
severe exam anxiety. She chose arts and crafts as her specialisation when it was offered
as an option in the third year. Success in teaching, as well as in her studies, gave her
increased courage in teaching. She started to try out more diverse teaching methods. She
said she started letting the pupils do more work independently, and step-by-step stopped
using the worksheets as she had done in the beginning. The pupils liked it a lot, she
recalled, and would say at the end of the school day: ‘What, is the school day over
already?’ She also felt that the studies gave her more confidence in cooperation of home
and school (Interview, May 2004).

As a class teacher Sarah had considerable independence in curriculum planning and
methods. A couple of pupils had been diagnosed with ADHD and because of that she
had a teaching assistant supporting her several hours per week in the classroom. They
collaborated well. Sarah managed her work in a way she believed to be most helpful for

the progress of not only the disadvantaged pupils but also the whole class.

When asked about the motives directing her work with the children Sarah mentioned
that she felt a responsibility for equipping them with basic skills in reading, writing, and
arithmetic, literacy being very important for success in general (Figure 7.3). She
explained that, in her opinion, it is important for teachers to think of pupils as individual
human beings, each with their characteristics and needs. She emphasized the importance
of listening to them and to base teacher-pupil communication on mutual respect. Sarah
preferred unwritten rules for regulating classroom conduct, a model she saw first in

practice teaching during her first year in the programme.
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Mediatin

tools & practices

Interacting material and conceptual tools

Affordances in the school community

Learning materials
Dependent on
textbooks in the
beginning but grew
to be independent.
Chose material
according to
personal needs of
pupils.

Local resources in
history teaching in

Teaching methods
Sarah used diverse
teaching methods.
Personalised methods,
adapted to each pupil’s
capacity. Not work-
sheets. Creative
methods with
collaboration.

Exact documentation of
pupils’ progress.

Models/ideal forms
Sarah was critical of
the model in the
school as being
stagnated. She had
her models from her
experience as a
teaching assistant
before and from the
teacher education
programme; both

Social practices

Collaboration with teaching
assistant. Parent cooperation.
Minimal cooperation on
planning within each grade
level. Representative in the
teacher council in her 3 year in
the programme. Annual meeting
with other teachers in the
district, bonding with arts and
crafts teachers.

addition to Regular individual practice teaching
textbooks. examinations to check | and courses.
their status.
Subject Object
Sarah: Teaching two grades in one

In her thirties,
mother of one child.

Started teaching fall
2001.

Started in the
distance programme

Intended outcome: Pupils attain basic skills
in e.g. reading, writing and arithmetic. Very
important that the pupils can read, i.e.

lower primary class, age 7 and
8, with diverse needs, one
diagnosed with ADHD, etnic
background other than
Icelandic, disabled, etc.

fall 2002. become literate.
Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects
Rules Community Division of labour

As a rule one teacher teaches
one grade in one class.
Primary level, upper primary
and lower secondary teachers
had some cooperation on
planning within each level.
Representatives, one from
each level, form a teacher
council.

Rules on class teacher-parent
cooperation.

Sarah preferred unwritten rules
in controlling pupils, a model
she learned to appreciate in
practice teaching. Wellbeing
of children and respect for
them are values that guided the
rules. Important to listen to the
pupils. Important that the
pupils have some control over
their learning, e.g. individual
pacing, and sometimes
selection of content.

Sarah felt good at the school and
thought that the staff in general was
good and willing to try out new
things although not succeeding.

The principals were both interested in
promoting change and saw a lack of
collaboration among teachers as a
constraint. The former complained
that her efforts did not last. The latter
did not succeed either and left after
two years.

Tensions in the school community:
Student teachers enrolled in the
distance programme were not secure
about their jobs since the pupils were
getting fewer and teachers with
certification had priority. Two had to
quit 2005-2006.

Pupils at the lower secondary level
sent in a formal letter where they
complained about the teachers not
listening to them.

Home-school cooperation important
for Sarah; the parents being
supportive.

Sarah as a class teacher had
responsibility for her class. A
teaching assistant was
supporting her several hours
per week. Sarah managed her
work in a way she thinks is
most helpful for the progress of
the pupils.

School year 2005-2006 Sarah
was the lower primary
representative in the teacher
council.

The principals both took the
initiative on developmental
work they wished the teachers
to work on. Top-down
initiative where consulting
with the grassroots was
neglected.

Figure 7.3 The activity system of Coastline School with Sarah as subject
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She explained that written rules, along with praise and punishment, were difficult to
follow, especially for young pupils, and felt a better way was to get to know them and
then come to an agreement with them on acceptable conduct. ‘When making rules it has
to be taken into account that they are made for children’ she said, and Sarah’s unwritten

rules reflect that she values the wellbeing of children and respect for them.

When visiting the class | noticed that the pupils had liberty to move around in the
classroom, although they seemed to be aware of their limits (Fieldnotes, April 2005).
When | asked Sarah about this she said:

They are of course children, they have to move, that’s my opinion. [...] They are
difficult and they use any chance they get, but they know exactly what they are
allowed to do in my class (Interview, January 2006).

However, succeeding in a task like this, i.e. keeping control of pupils without explicit
rules based on praise and punishment, takes a lot of effort and patience, as Sarah

recalled:

I remember the first lesson when everybody was working. They were all
working and there was no disturbance. | remember it was an enormous triumph
—in January — | was just about ready to give up (Interview, April 2005).

The school year starts in late August. Therefore it had taken more than half of the first
year for Sarah to succeed, since in January she was about to give up, but then her

methods started to work.

Teaching methods, learning material and assessment

In the first interview Sarah described with enthusiasm how she had been applying what
she had learned in the first two years in her classroom teaching, and how the studies had
supported her in home-school cooperation (Interview, April 2004). A year later the
principal admired how clever she had been, trying out new ideas in the classroom,
which she brought from her studies, and praised her increasing professionalism, which,
for example, was evident in teaching plans she handed in to the management (Interview,
Rachel, April 2005). Sarah explained that after she started in the programme she began
to use more diverse teaching methods, and made an effort to use personalised methods,
adapted to the capacity of each pupil (Figure 7.3). She also emphasized integration of
creative work and visibility of pupil work:
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When it comes to the work of pupils I think it should be visible in the school. In
my school there are samples of the teachers’ work covering the walls of the arts
and crafts classroom, but none from the pupils, which I think is a shame. There
is artwork by pupils in the halls though (Web entry, April 24 2005).

In her third year in the programme she had thrown away all old worksheets.

Now | know that there are many approaches, not just one presented in this
particular book (Interview, April 2005).

She explained that she attempted to use mixed methods so the pupils would experience
both individual learning methods and collaboration. She felt it important that the pupils
were given agency to have some control over their learning, such as individuals being
able to proceed at a different pace, and that every now and then they would be given the
opportunity to select their tasks.

I think it is necessary to be able to choose. You have to be able to choose what
you are going to do (Interview, January 2006).

Sarah had realized that such methods call for an exact documentation of pupils’
progress and regular individual examinations to check their status. She had found her
way of doing this with the help of a spreadsheet computer programme. This made the

assessment practice manageable:

I think it’s no problem. [...] I always have surveys in Icelandic, writing and
mathematics. [...] Just to see how they are doing and how I am doing
(Interview, April 2005).

As a student teacher Sarah had learned diverse methods for assessment, both in courses
on curriculum and assessment and from her own experience as a student. For example,
in arts and crafts, and in information technology, she said the lecturers exclusively used
formative assessment. Prior to this she did not know what formative assessment entailed
(Interview, April 2005). That sort of assessment practice was generally not used in
Coastline, although teachers were free to choose the methods they liked. However,
Sarah’s methods had with time started to intrigue some of her colleagues who wanted to
learn her way of doing things, which resulted in their use of Sarah’s method to keep an

overview of pupil progress and status (Interview, January 2006).

The school community, rules and division of labour

Sarah felt good at the school and thought that in general the staff members were good

people, willing to try out new things, although not succeeding in changing conventional
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practice. The two who held the position of principal during the fieldwork were both
interested in promoting change. Both complained that their efforts did not last and saw a

lack of collaboration among teachers as a constraint.

The rule of one grade forming one class did not call for teachers to coordinate planning
within age grades (Figure 7.3). However, the school was organized in three levels,
lower primary, upper primary and lower secondary level, and within each level teachers
were expected to collaborate on coordination. Representatives, one from each level,
formed a teacher council, which was part of the governing body of the school. By her
fourth year in the teacher education programme Sarah had become the lower primary

representative in the teacher council.

I like being able to have influence because | thought things were so rigid here. |

think things need to be shaken up more, even though there’s a lot being done
(Interview, April 2005).

She believed it had something to do with the structure of the school, since one teacher
responsible for her or his class or age-group alone tends to get isolated. Referring to her
experience as a teaching assistant in a bigger school elsewhere she thought the

difference was striking.

| noticed it as soon as | arrived here, because | had worked up north in a
compulsory school. And of course, that school is so big with many classes in
each grade. And then | came here and entered my room. Somehow the structure
takes over and everyone just tries on their own (Interview, January 2006).

Despite having identified the problem, and despite good ideas and goodwill the teachers
at Coastline School had not been able to reverse this trend of stagnation. The principals
identified a lack of collaboration as a hindrance to school development. In a similar way

Sarah pointed to the isolation of the teachers.

I think like at home, you see, many good ideas come up for doing some kind of
developmental work, but somehow it stalls, we don’t manage to see it through.
Yes I think there’s a bit of stagnation, see. [...] It’s like you’re inside a box, your
own box (Interview, January 2006).

This is a description of a double bind situation where lack of collaboration seems to be
hindering development. Sarah said she did not discuss her studies with her colleagues
nor ask them for support, though many of them had gone through the same programme
and several were enrolled at the same time as she was. She said she didn’t want to

disturb them since they had enough to do.
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During the last year of fieldwork tensions were rising in the school community due to
imminent job insecurity for student teachers enrolled in the distance programme. Since
the number of pupils was decreasing, and certified teachers had priority, two of the
teachers that had been studying for their certification had to quit in 2005-2006. A
different tension had also arisen between teachers and pupils at the lower secondary
level. The pupils sent in a formal letter complaining about the teachers not listening to
them. Since the discourse in the society had been revolving around individualized
teaching, where the school is supposed to meet pupils’ personal needs, they refused to
accept that school authorities could set rules to control pupils without listening to their
views. This case is yet another testimony on the lack of a collaborative spirit.

Sarah felt that her studies in the distance programme had made her more secure in her
work, and that the satisfaction of both pupils and parents had been a motivating factor.
However, she found that the school as a whole was not open to change, the reason being
that the teachers seemed to be locked up in their boxes. By her third year she was
starting to have an impact outside her classroom, when her advanced practices were
spreading among colleagues. As a representative on the teacher council she was starting
to contribute to the school community on a systemic level. However, the data do not
provide evidences of how she might have influenced the school practice. During her
studies she gained a reputation as a good teacher among her colleagues in the school, as

well as among the parents in town, confirmed by the principal:

She is just amazing. [...] If you go in there [into the classroom] she is doing
great things. [...] She was like born to be a teacher. She has multi-age classes,
two age grades, and everything is somehow organized and functioning. | mean,
the parents were very sceptical in the fall whether it would work out. [...] She
has convinced all the parents that not only this is possible but it is also very
good. And she is very well liked by the staff, the parents, just everybody. [...]
She is quite simply the best teacher in Coastline after Mary [a retired teacher,
well-known in the town as an excellent teacher] (Interview, Rachel April 2005).

7.3.3 Analysis of the learning process of Sarah in relation to school development in
Coastline School

Questioning existing practice — identifying a need for change

Both the women who held the position of principal in Coastline School during the years

2003-2005 questioned the existing practice in the school and felt a need for change
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(Figure 7.4). Inclusion as part of school policy had been implemented and teachers
needed to change their practice e.g. by using differentiated teaching methods. It had
proved to be difficult to bring about changes in the school practice and the principals
were worried about stagnation. They felt that isolation of teachers and lack of
cooperation was constraining school development and that it was at least partly related
to the school’s size and the tradition of one teacher being responsible for pupils in the

same age grade in one class.

Both principals had taken the situation as a challenge by planning temporary projects
where teachers were presumed to collaborate in teams, hoping that the experience of
participation in different practice would promote them to change their teaching models.
Although this was positively accepted by teachers everything went back to the same

state when each project was finished.

Both principals were experiencing a double bind situation since they had recognised the
need for changing school practice in response to changed school policy but were not
able to initiate development that lasted. In order to break away from that situation the
principals and other staffs would have needed double stimulation, such as a concept for
understanding of the interplay of individual and systemic development, for supporting
change. Analysing the trajectory of Sarah in learning to be a teacher in Coastline School
sheds further light on what might be hindering school development and what would

have to be done for overcoming the double bind situation (Figure 7.4).

When Sarah started to teach she soon became critical and started questioning the
practice in Coastline School, which she felt was stagnated. She had the experience of
being a teacher assistant in another school and she may be looked at as a boundary
crosser bringing with her new ideas about school practice from that school. This
experience stimulated her in wanting to develop alternative practice from the general
practice in the school (Figure 7.4). The group of around 20 pupils in her class was
diverse; two age grades (7 and 8 years old), some with special needs and one or two
with other ethnic background than Icelandic. Her ideal was to use more diverse teaching
methods and to be able to differentiate according to the competence level of individual
pupils. However, the interview data indicate that before being able to implement a new
model for classroom practice she had to overcome troubles in the first two steps of the

expansive learning cylce caused by primary and secondary contradictions.
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Sarahis questioning
school practice —finding
it stagnant

}Coastline school in 2003-2005

Activity Il 1. A need for change.

Ongoing development

Sarah dealtwith primary
depends on collective

contradictions by expanding her

response to tertiary
contradictions
Collective system level
responsibility needed for
school development

understanding of pupils and the role Former experience asa

of school in their lives. Recognised the teacher assistant helped.
need to think of pupils aschildren Pupils and parents
with feelings. important support.

New understanding turned into a

\motive for meeting pupil needs )
’ 4. Tertiary contradiction _\ ( \

2. Secondary contradictions between new
objectand old tools.

Sarah had changed her practice and some other
teachershadlearned from her on anindividual

basis.
Rupturein the cycle: Changeson a system
development not identified

Principalsin a double bind situation realizing a

Changed understanding of pupils called
attention to mode of communications and
differentrulesfor conduct before

implementing changed teaching methods .
\ Appropriate assessment methods tried. y,

Challenge: Adjustment of different
/ mediational means to fit with the
changed object. Being patient in
developing new mode of
classroom communication.

need for change without being able to break out

of what seemed to be a vicious cycle . .
3. Modelling new solutions.
Pressure from older pupils manifested

underlying contradictions to be dealt with on
systemic level

Differentiated teaching methods.

Pesonalised communication for
regulating classroom conduct.
Developed assessment methods.

Responsibilty for pupils’
progress supported her in
developing her practice.
Enrollmentin the distance
programme support

Tensions: Pupils protested the way
they were addressed in the school.
Principalswere unable to initiate
developed practice

Figure 7.4 The learning process of Sarah in Coastline School in relation to the expansive learning
cycle

The process of developing one’s own model for classroom practice

In thinking about how she could implement her ideal form for classroom practice, Sarah
early on reconsidered the object of school activity and expanded her understanding of
the pupils and the role of the school in their lifes (Figure 7.4). She was concerned with
recognising them as different individuals, children with feelings that should be
respected and that teachers had a responsibility for caring for children’s wellbeing as
well as their education. Her new understanding of the object of school activity were
then turned into a motive for meeting the children’s needs (cf. Leontiev see Chapter
7.6.1). As Leontiev pointed out, when considering a need for changed practice it is

important to focus on the object of activity.

Expanded understanding of pupils and their education as the object of school activity,
led Sarah to rethinking the way she as a teacher would like to communicate with pupils.

In accordance with her understanding of pupils she felt a need to cultivate personalized
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forms of communication with the pupils instead of presuming conventional hierarchical
status difference in teacher pupil communication where the teacher tends to address
pupils as a group. Within the object of school activity in general there is a primary
contradiction between educating the pupils and controlling them. Before being able to
teach Sarah needed to overcome difficulties caused by this contradiction. She explained
that this was the biggest challenge which took a long time and stretched her patience. In
order to be able to teach the children and see that they used their time well for learning
she had to manage the control which was closely connected to the type of
communication she strived for in the classroom. Sarah emphasized the importance of
coming to an agreement with pupils on rules of conduct. She wanted teachers to listen
to pupils and when they made demands about their conduct they needed to acknowledge
that they are working with children in the process of maturing. She prefered
personalised communication with pupils as a mechanism for controlling their conduct,
rather than written rules followed up with praise and punishment as was the

conventional practice in the school.

Having developed her way of communication and conduct in the classroom, Sarah
could turn her attention to consider the kinds of learning materials and teaching methods
appropriate for the different individuals. She could start using diverse methods, adapted
to each pupil’s capacity, and choosing different kinds of learning materials accordingly.
Before she had managed the conduct she used the method of following textbooks and
using workbooks as a tool for control. This reminds us of the primary contradictions
inherent in teaching material, i.e. they are in general simultaneously made and used for
educative purpose and for keeping control of pupils by keeping them busy working in
their seats.

While stressing the importance of thinking of pupils as individual human beings, each
with their characteristics and respecting their different needs, Sarah said that the motive
in her teaching was the importance of equipping pupils with basic skills, such as literacy
and numeracy. As a teacher she felt a responsibility for that task because of its

importance for general success in life (Figure 7.4, a light gray box).

In implementing a differentiated approach in her teaching the need for developing
appropriate assessment methods became pressing. Her feeling of responsibility meant

that she needed evidence to show whether she as a teacher and they as pupils were
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succeeding. This need is a manifestation of secondary contradictions between changed
teaching methods and learning material and old assessment methods. In the distance
programme she had learned about formative assessment, which she was not familiar
with before, and when she discovered how she could use a spreadsheet computer
programme to maintain records of pupil progress she had the right toolkit; the interplay
of ideas of formative evaluation and a computer programme were what she needed for
mediating her developed practice. Here the distance programme was serving as a double
stimulation for Sarah in overcoming challenges when learning to be a teacher able to

respond to pupil needs.

For overcoming the secondary contradiction between changed object and conventional
instruments, Sarah needed toolkits where material and conceptual tools were
interrelated (Chapter 3.3.3) such as learning materials and learning theories, assessment
methods and material tools to register pupils’ progress (Chapter 7. 4). Engestrom
(2007a) argued the need for integrated toolkits, for which he has suggested the term
instrumentalities for developing an activity. When Sarah learned to use new tools,
where material and conceptual tools functioned in interplay, she was able to progress in

her learning to be a teacher.

What supported Sarah in implementing the new model?

Sarah could not use the practice in Coastline School as an ideal model for practice since
she felt it was stagnated and had to be changed. She had restricted possibilities for
collaboration with her colleagues since the rules and division of labour did not presume
collaboration in daily practice. However, she managed to use her freedom and agency as
a teacher, responsible for her class to develop her practice in the classroom in a way she
felt was appropriate for the diverse group of her pupils. Parents were important and
supported Sarah in developing her practice as a teacher by sharing an interest in the
object of the classroom activity. The pupils as well as the parents appreciated her
practice which may be looked upon as a double stimulation for overcoming troubles and
not losing her patience. From her previous experience as a teacher assistant, she had
ideals of classroom practice she wished to develop on which she could draw as a double
stimulation for guiding her practice. The distance programme also served as a second

stimulation where the model she strived for was reinforced. However, the most
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important drive for change may have been the reconceptualised understanding of the

object of school activity which turned into a motive for meeting the children’s needs

Diffusion of innovative practices

Having gained security in her classroom practice, Sarah was prepared to contribute to
school development and be a representative of the lower primary level in the teacher
council. Some of her colleagues wished to learn from her, especially her way of
managing classroom conduct and methods for maintaining records of pupils’ progress.
At the same time she had gained a reputation both in the school and in town as an
excellent teacher. This indicates that Sarah had managed to develop her practice beyond
the general practice in the school, developing a qualitatively better way of practice in
accordance with the new school policy on inclusive education and differentiated
teaching methods (Figure 7.4). Since her practice was more advanced than the practice
of the school in general she could have functioned as a change agent, and had actually
begun to spread her practices among her colleagues. However, during the time of
fieldwork there were no signs of the fourth step in the expansive learning cycle, i.e.

implementing the new model Sarah had developed in the whole school.

Double bind situation caused by tertiary contradictions

According to the expansive learning cycle implementation of a new, developed model
for practice in the whole system is likely to initiate tertiary contradictions since there
might be some resistance to the innovation. Thus, when some practitioners have
changed their practice according to the new model, others might still be lagging behind.
For overcoming tensions and disturbances in activity systems caused by tertiary
contradictions, they have to be dealt with on a systemic level. Although Sarah’s way of
practice had started to spread among individual teachers, no evidence was found of
implementation of the new practice on a system level. Since this was not the case
Sarah’s developed practice was likely to remain an isolated microcycle of expansive

learning.

Developing school practice in response to demands built on inclusive school policy
would have to be dealt with on a system level. Individual teachers like Sarah might have
adjusted their practice to meet varying individual needs of pupils but teachers as a

collective body had not. For developing practice in an activity system like a school,
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individual responsibility of practitioners is not enough. Collective responsibility of
teachers as colleagues needs to be fostered. Activity theory reminds us to focus on the
object of activity for not losing sight of the motive that should direct actions; here
learning actions of school staff. The analysis of Sarah’s process of learning may be used
as a model for enhancing understanding of the process of change in schools. Using
Sarah’s experience as an example teachers as a collective would need to start by
focusing on pupils as objects and expanding the conventional understanding of the role
of school in pupils’ lives. In turn they would have to reconsider teacher-pupil
communication and find ways for cultivating a personalized manner of communication
in contrast to communication built on a hierarchical status difference between teachers

and pupils.

As a matter of fact pupils in the lower secondary classes had put pressure on teachers
and principals for change since they had protested the way in which teachers ordered
them around and did not listen to them (Figure 7.4, a dark gray box). This may be taken
as a symptom that the pupils had reconsidered their understanding of themselves as
pupils and in turn did not accept being handled as if nothing had changed. They
experienced tensions caused by secondary contradictions between their changed
conception of themselves as pupils and the old way of hierarchical communication. The
pupils turned their complaints to the principals indicating that they understood this as a
matter to be dealt with on system level but not by individual teachers. For overcoming
these tensions the teachers would have to react on a collective systemic level and the
example of Sarah might be used as a model for how to come to an agreement with the
pupils and learn to listen to them and take their point of view into account. As a result of
the analysis collective system level responsibility is suggested as an intermediate
concept for supporting developmental work for overcoming the double bind situation

caused while focusing on teacher-pupil communication.

7.4 Sam in Creek School

7.4.1 Creek School
Creek School is a small school with 30-40 pupils, situated in a small fishing village of
around 300 inhabitants. The school house was designed when there were more

inhabitants in the village, so for the number of pupils during the time of fieldwork for

this study there was plenty of space. There had been a lot of demographic changes in the
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village, and about one third of the population were immigrants who had moved to the
village to work in the fishing industry. During the years 2003-2005 the number of
teachers varied from five to seven, not all employed full-time. The composition of the
teaching staff had been very unstable, and there was a new principal every year during

the three years of fieldwork.

Creek School had a website with news and photos from the school but during the
fieldwork it was not kept up-to-date and nobody seemed to be responsible for it. The
village is part of a bigger municipality, and in accordance with school policy, each
school was supposed to use the same system for registration of information. The
principal during the school year 2004-2005 refused to do so. A quote from an interview
with a counsellor at the municipal school office says a lot:

I’m pleased to be able to tell you that I just introduced a new principal to Creek
School yesterday, and in doing so we are facing quite a new situation for the
next school year. We will have three or four fully certified teachers, in addition
to the two student teachers. It is quite revolutionary (Interview, counsellor June
2005).

Teaching was planned in mixed age groups with about 10-12 pupils in each class or
even fewer. In addition to teaching pupils of different ages in the same group, teachers
had to take into account that up to one third of the pupils might not speak Icelandic as
their first language. Teachers were dealing with multicultural challenges, not only with
their pupils of different ethnic backgrounds such as Polish, Russian, Thai, Filipino, in
addition to Icelandic, but also in communication with parents. One of the student
teachers, Sam, confirmed that there had been lots of difficulties in communicating with

parents in general, especially the immigrants.

The teenagers of foreign descent, it would happen that they didn’t show up for
lessons for several days, were either working with fish or hanging around doing
nothing, and the parents could not be reached (Interview, April 2005).

Teachers had a lot of autonomy in their job but lacked institutional support in form of
rules and conventions, and the student teachers employed in the school felt that more
cooperation with other schools in the district could provide support. Since there had
been problems with school management, and the school had suffered from a lack of
certified teachers, a professional atmosphere, including collaboration and professional
discussion, was lacking. Despite this, the atmosphere was welcoming, the words and

actions of staff reflecting a concern for pupil wellbeing. This feeling was supported by
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the municipality’s school counsellor, explaining how a new developmental plan was
being prepared. All planning of teaching was being revised, with two-teacher teams

teaching each class and special provisions to support the immigrant children:

Now | feel like a magnificent opportunity is opening up, to really start vigorous
collaboration and developmental work between the small schools; with these
new people coming in with new energy (Interview, counsellor, June, 2005).

What happened to the hopes for better times in Creek in the long run are outside the
scope of this study. However, the student teacher Sam acknowledged there were
examples of more professional practices in the school year 2005-2006 (Interview,
January 2006).

7.4.2 Description of Sam as a school-based student teacher in Creek School

When starting in the distance programme Sam was in his mid-forties, married and a
father of three children; two grown-ups and one teenager attending the lower secondary
level at Creek School (Figure 7.5). Sam’s family has roots in the village, and he has
diverse experience and education in connection with the fishing industry e.g. as a
fisherman and a ship-owner. Sam had been teaching at Creek School for one year when
he started in the programme in 2003. He chose teacher education in his search for a
different job, ‘maybe not as wet’, as he put it, since he wanted to keep living in the
village.

Honestly, if I’'m going to keep living here, I have no interest whatsoever in

working in the blood and gore; the fishing or baiting. That time has passed | am
done with my quota there (Interview, May 2004).

His brother had been principal of the school some years earlier, and he himself had been
chairman of the sports club for several years in addition to working as a caretaker of the
village swimming pool. Those positions focused on leisure activities of young people,
and he got acquainted with what it was to work with school children, thus making the

teaching profession an option to consider.

I first met Sam in spring 2004 when he had just finished his first year in the programme.
The staff and school management situation had been and continued to be very unstable
in Creek School. During the first three years that Sam was enrolled in the programme
there were new principals each year; for the first two years only one of five to seven

teachers was certified while two or three were student teachers. In his second year in the
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programme Sam was the most experienced staff member, with three years of teaching.
Sam used to teach in the upper primary with two or three grades jointly in one class. He
felt that after his first year in the programme he already had more resources to draw on
in his teaching, and that he was more secure in what he was doing (Interview, May
2004). In his third year Sam elected mathematics as a specialisation. He liked it despite
it being demanding. Since he taught full-time and had other obligations in his
community he postponed some of the courses in fall 2005, presumably meaning it
would take him longer than four years to finish, which is not unusual for school-based

distance students (Interview, January 2006).

The object of activity for Sam as a teacher in Creek School

Since Creek School is a small school two or three grades are taught jointly in each class.
Sam started teaching 10 and 11 year olds in a class with around 10-12 pupils, but since
the number of pupils in the school was decreasing he had three age groups together in
one class. In addition he had taught elective courses in philosophy in the lower
secondary level. He enjoyed teaching and felt it important that school attendance was

both enjoyable and useful for pupils.

I really like teaching and that the kids learn. I wouldn’t like it if I thought I
couldn’t teach them anything (Interview, April 2005).

That the children are more knowledgeable afterwards and enjoy it as well [...]
I think that’s important. [...] that what you are teaching hits home and that
somehow it’s useful (Interview, May 2004).

Not only were there different age groups in the class but these 10-12 pupils had up to
five different ethnic backgrounds (Figure 7.5). While some of immigrants were settled,
others were coming and going, and as a result the pupils did not all speak Icelandic but

were supposed to participate in classroom practice anyway.

A new Polish girl arrived who didn’t speak any Icelandic but she’s been learning
the language. Her progress is slow; | let her write in Polish when she can’t
follow the class, or do what has been planned (Interview, January 2006).

In addition, Sam as a teacher needed to be able to cooperate with the parents in the
multicultural society of the village. Home-school cooperation had in effect been a
problem, both with Icelandic and foreign parents. Sam understood the importance of
improving on that, but nothing changed during the three years of fieldwork for the
study. He recalled times before he started teaching, back when his brother was the
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principal. Then it worked; meetings were held at the school where parents would come
to learn about different things of interest for upbringing and schoolwork. Unfortunately,
he said, the home-school cooperation had been minimal for several years, despite good

intentions and municipal policy stressing its importance (Interview, January 2006).

Teaching methods, learning material and assessment

When Sam was asked about his use of learning materials and teaching methods he
emphasized the importance of getting to know the status and competence of the pupils
(Figure 7.5). He explained that he made an effort to use flexible methods, because the
same methods do not suit everyone. Sometimes he would be teaching from the
blackboard, sometimes discussing with the whole class, making an effort to appeal to
everybody. Along with textbooks he would use workbooks, for pupils to fill in
independently or in collaboration, where he used to walk around and provide support. In
addition he regularly planned reading hours, where all pupils would sit and silently read
books they themselves had chosen. He said that he did a lot of creative writing classes,
in turn letting the pupils perform, read poems or act out plays in front of the class,
which he said they loved. Sam thought it important to allow the pupils to express
themselves freely. He would also plan project work in the fall and spring, where he
would draw attention to how the curriculum connected to the surroundings in the
village, such as focusing on seamanship and fisheries as themes for study (Interview,
April 2005).

Since the teachers as a rule had sole responsibilty for their classes, they were free to
choose their own methods, although they were expected to follow the national
curriculum (Figure 7.5). Sam described how the teachers in Creek handled the choice of

learning materials where the pupils in each class were so different:

It may depend on the competence and interest of the teacher, if he wants to teach
this or that, in a way it is quite open. [...] This has been rather haphazard, taking
a risk, and then when pupils reach the 10" grade an attempt is made to fill in the
gaps (Interview, April 2005).
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Mediating tools & practices

Interacting material and conceptual tools

Affordances in the school community

Learning materials
Sam chose textbooks
that can be used with
the whole class
although in different
grades and with
different
competence; also
considering the
different language
capacity.

Choice of textbooks
dependent on the
teacher’s interest.
Sam felt a need for
better coordination
and management of

Teaching methods

Sam felt it was important to get to

know the status and competence
of the pupils. Emphasized

flexibility in methods because the

same methods don’t suit all.
Sometimes taught from the
blackboard, sometimes had
discussion with the whole class,
making an effort to appeal to
different pupils. Also used
workbooks and regularly used
free reading and creative writing
along with performance in front

of the class. In the fall and in the

spring he had used project work
connected to the environment,

Models/ideal forms
As there had been
problems with the
school manage-
ment and the school
had suffered from a
lack of certified
teachers, models of
professional
practice were
absent. Up to half
of the teachers were
student teachers.
The school did not
afford professional
or ideal models for
practice.

Social practices
Minimal
collaboration among
the teachers. Not
even regular staff
meetings the first
two years but this
was changing with
the third principal in
fall 2005.
School-home
cooperation had been
minimal in spite of
good intentions and
the policy of the
municipality stressed
its importance.

textbook use.

such as seamanship and fisheries.

Subjects:

Sam:

in his forties.

Married father of three

Object:

Teacing three age
grades in one upper
primary class, age

children, two grown
ups and one teenager.
Started in the
programme fall 2003.

Intended outcome: Knowledgeable pupils;
having learned to express themselves freely;
having enjoyed school attendance at the
same time as it has been useful for them.

10-12, diverse group,
one third of the
pupils not speaking
Icelandic as their
first language.

Systemic

institutional factors mediating actions of subjects

Rules

The setup of one teacher
teaching two or three age
grades in one class did not
require the teachers to
collaborate or consult with
each other on organisation of
their work. Neither timetables
nor choice of textbooks
constrained teachers’ freedom
to choose their own ways, nor
did such rules support them.
Values underlying
communication of teachers
and pupils seemed to be
based on caring for pupil
wellbeing. Sam felt it
important that pupils enjoyed
their school attendance and
liked to use humour when
dealing with the kids.

Community

The teaching staff consistsed of
around 5-7 teachers including the
principal, some teaching part-time,
some not living in the village, some
also teaching at another school in the
district. At times only one had formal
teacher education.

Many immigrants had moved to the
village mainly to work in the fishing
industry; many pupils did not have
Icelandic as their first language.
Home-school cooperation had been a
problem, both with Icelandic parents
and foreigners. Sam understood the
importance of improving on that but
nothing changed during the years of
fieldwork. Efforts made in the last
year to improve pro-fessionalism in
management and teaching.

Division of labour

Teaching is planned in mixed
age groups with 10-12 pupils in
class. Up to 30% of the pupils
immigrants; not a stable group,
did not speak Icelandic when
arriving.

Sam as a class teacher
responsible for selecting
learning materials and deciding
teaching methods.

Three principals in three years;
instability resulting in lack of
firmness, or at times the school
not being managed.

No specialized staff besides the
teachers. Special needs are
served by counsellors from the
municipal office in Waterside.

Figure 7.5 The activity system of Creek School with Sam as subject
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When talking about the gaps that needed to be filled in Sam was referring to the
national curriculum and the standardised final exams at the end of compulsory school.
Because of poor reconrd-keeping the teachers had not coordinated their choice of
learning materials, which could result in a need to fill in the gaps when the final exams
approached. Sam explained that he tried to choose textbooks that could be used with the
whole class, different as they were. When he started to teach there was no
documentation available on which books pupils had been taught. He has kept a record
since he started teaching. His aim was also to document the progress of each pupil in

every subject. However, it could be complicated:

For instance, like the plan for the week, which books they have and things like
that, | have it written in a table; these two are working in that book and those
two in another. And the plan for what we are going to finish during the winter,
like in the maths. There are ten of them [pupils in the class at that time] but in
fact they are split into four groups in terms of how far along they are in maths.
Then I think that one mustn’t compartmentalize them too much. It can change
overnight, if someone catches on in maths and other areas (Interview, April
2005).

Although he was making an effort to document pupils’ progress he felt that assessment
was the most difficult part of the teaching. He said that sometimes he would not be able
to give reasons for why pupils got this or that grade, and that he definitely had to
improve in that area, admitting at the same time that assessment was not something he
had prioritized (Interview, April 2005).

As far as Sam could recall, nothing in the programme had touched upon problems like
those he had been dealing with directly; he was half way through his third year when |
last met him. However, when interviewed at the end of his first year in the programme,
he felt that it had been supportive in the sense that he had gained more resources to use
in teaching:

Having more solutions, when you have read more and know more, you are better

able to piece together appropriate solutions for different situations (Interview,
May 2004).

Since Sam had a lot of autonomy as a teacher he could try out methods and ideas from
his studies. He recalled having successfully used ideas from an oral performance course,
both in practice teaching as well as with his class in Creek School. Those were ideas
that reaffirmed practices that he liked and believed in.
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The school community, the rules and the division of labour

Three principals were hired for school management during the three years of fieldwork.
There were five to seven teachers including the principal, some taught part-time, some
did not live in the village, and might also teach in another school in the district. In the
school year 2003-2004 two student teachers in their first year of the programme taught
at Creek School. The principal that year had only stepped in temporarily and quit in the
spring. The following year a new principal was hired, who had experience of managing
small schools, but the year turned out to be very difficult in the school for many
reasons. The national teachers’ union was on strike all over the country for several
weeks during the fall, and in the spring Sam had to do practice teaching in another
region, which meant he was away for five to six weeks. That school year the teaching
staff included three distance student teachers. One of them quit the programme and
moved from the village at the end of the school year. As it turned out, this particular
year Sam was the most experienced one, and seemed to be the most reliable.

I’m not like all the other teachers who come and can leave without notice. I live
there and am tied down with housing and other things, so that also comes into
play, my own interests and feelings for the place, naturally (Interview, January
2005).

The second principal was not successful in managing the school in those difficult
circumstances and left the post after one year. In Sam’s third year in the programme the

third principal arrived.

The new principal is good and life is different. Everything is more structured,
and the cooperation and atmosphere have greatly improved. Now for example
staff meetings are held regularly and minutes are taken, which has never been
practised before. The pupils notice this and talk about it, e.g. the 10" graders
(Interview, January 2006).

The class structure of one teacher teaching two or three age grades in one class did not
require the teachers to collaborate or consult with each other on the organisation of their
work (Figure 7.5). Neither timetables nor choice of textbooks constrained teachers’
freedom to make their own choices, nor did such rules support them. There had
apparently been minimal collaboration, since not even regular staff meetings were held
during the first two years Sam was in the school as a student teacher. That seemed to be

changing with the third principal, with intentions to improve professionalism. No
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specialized staff besides teachers were working in the school and special needs were
serviced by counsellors from the municipal office in Waterside (Figure 7.5).

Home-school cooperation had been a problem, both with Icelandic parents and
immigrants. Sam understood the importance of improving that, but nothing changed

during the three years of fieldwork for the study.

Sam’s situation as a school-based student teacher was very difficult, since he was
deprived of social practices with his colleagues and with parents, and there were no
models for professional practice he could use to direct him in learning to be a teacher.
He felt that he was able to use what he learned in the programme to use more diverse
teaching methods, but he was confronting challenges that were so complicated that he
would have needed more, and possibly different, support than offered in the
programme. Nonetheless, he felt better able to discuss problems in the school with
professionals in the municipality, with increasing regard shown for his opinions.

7.4.3 Analysis of the learning process of Sam in relation to school development in Creek

School

Facing problems and a need for change; the existing practice

In the space of only a few years the numerous immigrants in Creek School had caused
dramatic changes to the group of pupils and the parent group. Around one third of the
pupils in Creek School were immigrant children, having to learn to understand both the
language and the culture at the same time as being expected to cover the prescribed
curriculum along with their Icelandic classmates. In spite of a changed object of the
school activity more or less conventional practice had been continued. This was bound
to be problematic when the mediating tools teachers used in the classroom had not been
reconsidered according to the changed pupil group, i.e. secondary contradictions
between object and tools were manifested in malfunction of the school practice (Figure
7.6). The staff and the school as an institution were in a double bind situation not being
able to react to the societal changes, in particular the changing ethnic composition of the
pupils, which had expanded the object of school activity and initiated contradictions

causing problems which had to be dealt with.
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Figure 7.6 The learning process of Sam in Creek School in relation to the expansive learning cycle

There had been problems in school management for some time and the school
counsellor situated in a nearby town had been worried about the situation, especially of
the immigrant pupils, and was planning to take actions during my last year of fieldwork.

Sam recognized the problems he and the school as an institution were confronting and
the need to react to demographic changes in the village but as a student teacher he was
not able to take any action for changing (Figure 7.6). Sam mentioned that lack of
contact with the immigrant parents had caused problems and that there was a need to
cooperate with them. An apparent evidence for that need was when the pupils did not
show up for school, and the teachers had to go and fetch them from where they were
working near the harbour. Despite having realized the need for cooperating with the
parents on such matters as school attendance, it has not been addressed during the time
of fieldwork for the study. The school practice was characterized by defensive cycles
since no actions were taken although the situation called for it. Sam and his colleagues
would have needed stimulation for breaking away and developing their practice (Figure
7.6).
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The process of developing own model for classroom practice

The task ahead for Sam which consisted in learning to develop his model for classroom
practice was complicated and demanding. Since the rules for the division of pupils into
classes were unconventional he had to adjust directives from the curriculum in a way
that worked for him. However, Sam was in a situation that gave him more freedom, at
the same time as it left him with more responsibility than teachers would have in
general, for how he planned his teaching, including content, methods and materials
used. There was not a tradition for monitoring of teachers’ work in the school and the
weaknesses in school management insured that he was more or less learning to develop

his teaching practice on his own.

While enrolled in the distance programme Sam made efforts for developing his practice
as a teacher in his multi-age and multi-ethnic classroom. After entering the programme,
Sam had been stimulated to reconsider pupils as the object of school activity by
recognising that children live their lives while at school, and that school attendance
ought not to be looked upon only as preparation for life but as a part of life. As a result
he developed classroom practice where he could break up the traditional teaching
regularly to make things more enjoyable. He tried to use teaching methods that added
some variety, such as discussion with the whole class, or allowing pupils to do what

they enjoyed, such as making their own stories and performing (Figure 7.6).

These activities were not necessarily directly related to the curriculum content in the
textbooks, though it might be related to goals and objectives in the national curriculum.
For covering the prescribed curriculum Sam used learning materials and teaching
methods more or less in a traditional way, letting pupils go through textbooks and
workbooks in their seats while he walked around the classroom and helped them
individually or in pairs. He had recognised the need for improving documentation and
developed a practice of keeping a register of books he had used with pupils, for
coordination, but that was not a regular practice in the school and the choice of
textbooks had been haphazard. Sam was improving his practice somewhat by acting

with new tools.

The description shows how Sam was dealing with secondary contradictions between a
new, expanded understanding of the pupils as objects of school activity and traditional

teaching methods. This was a challenge to which he responded by taking actions for
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developing new models in his teaching. He got inspiration from his enrollment in the
programme where he got acquainted with diverse teaching methods he could use. His
former experience of leisure activities with children could also have been regarded as a
resource to draw on for supporting Sam in developing his preferred model of classroom

practice.

What supported and constrained Sam in implementing his model

Sam could use the programme as a double stimulation for developing more diverse
methods in the classroom and for being more aware of the need for use of differentiated
methods for the diversity of pupils (Figure 7.6). He felt that pupils had the right to enjoy
school attendance, while also wanting them to become more knowledgeable. Sam’s
attempts to change may be looked upon as micro cycles, small attempts for developing
his teaching to be more in tune with his new understanding of the role of school in
children’s lives. However, he had not yet found a way to develop his practice by
intertwining responsibility for pupils’ learning and progress with being able to ensure
that pupils enjoyed their time at school. One aspect of his problem was apparent in how
he talked about his assessment practices. Sam admitted that assessment of pupil
progress was a weakness in his practice, but he did not act on improving it. His lack of
taking actions despite having recognised the need to develop assessment methods is
identified as a symptom of defensive cycles since he neglected to respond to a need he

was aware of.

The development of defensive cycles like this may be blamed to a lack of affordances to
draw on as double stimulations for overcoming challenging demands in activities.
However, it may be noticed that when thinking about pupils as objects of school activity
and considering his role as a teacher, Sam did not mention the importance of school
going for the future welfare of children (like both Sarah and Lilith did) but rather he
was concerned that they enjoyed their daily life. He said he would like them to learn
something useful without explaining in which way, inferring that he may not have
reflected seriously enough on the need of children and the responsibility of teachers and
schools in their upbringing and education. As a result of this analysis, visioning pupils’
future is suggested to be an important concept for use in developing practice in the

school.
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The model of Creek School was different from the conventional one, on which the
national curriculum, learning materials, and teacher education were based, which means
that Sam lacked support in official regulations. There had been problems in the school’s
management, which is symptomatic of the weaknesses in dealing with the problems in
the school on a systemic level. There were no support professionals situated in the
school, such as special need teachers or librarians. Expert advice was provided by the
municipal school office, located in a nearby town, which means those professionals
were not part of the community in the same way they would have been if placed in the
school. For Sam as a school-based student teacher, there were few resources within the
school setting to support his efforts to develop his practice as a teacher. Models for ideal
practice were absent and the modus operandi of the school did not assume collaboration
constraining Sam’s possibilities for drawing on other people’s experiences in his

learning to be a teacher.

Sam felt that the distance programme had made him more secure in discussing school
matters in the community, although he could not recall anything in the programme that
had touched upon problems like those he had been dealing with directly. Since the
object of school activity for Sam in Creek School was so far removed from the object of
school activity assumed in the programme it constrained his ability to draw on resources
in the programme for enhancing his practice. The ideal form promoted in the
programme was too different from the circumstances in Creek School and a lack of

shared models between the school and the programme is regarded as an obstacle.

Defensive cycles

Sam’s case reveals how an individual teacher’s development of classroom practice and
school development on a systemic level are intertwined. The circumstances in Creek
School were exceptionally complicated and demanding and constrained Sam’s
possibilites as a student teacher for developing his preferred mode of classroom
practice. Sam had recognised the need for improving on things both at a whole school
level where he mentioned the need to improve home-school cooperation, as well as
things he could have acted on personally like improving on his assessment methods.
A lack of responsibility both on individual and collective system level resulted in no
actions taken which is symptomatic for defensive cycles and stagnation, even

regression, in school practice. In situations like in Creek School during the time of
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fieldwork for the study, developmental work for expansive learning would have been
needed. When reflecting on pupils and the role of school in their future lives, the
concepts individual and collective responsibility and system level responsibility can

stimulate and direct developmental work.

7.5 Findings

The analysis has enhanced understanding of the process of learning to be a teacher
when situated in a school and enrolled in a teacher education programme at a distance.
The programme has been looked at as a double stimulation afforded for student teachers

for mediating practice learning when situated in schools.
The findings are summed up as follows:

By analysing the learning trajectories of the three school-based student teachers it may
be seen how the zone of proximal development for individual student teachers is
intertwined with practice in their home schools. The expansive learning cycle assumes
that both individual and system level analysis are accounted for and by following the
learning processes of the student teachers, the zone of proximal development of the

schools as activity systems has been revealed.

The analysis has shed light on the learning processes of the three student teachers and
revealed common characteristics in the developmental phases when examined in the
light of the expansive learning cycle. Ruptures in their learning processes are identified
as a consequence of institutional characteristics and the practice of the schools.

As a result of using theoretical models for analysis the results and hypotheses are
situated in practice and as such they can be used as double stimulations for supporting
subjects in developmental work. I suggest that the matrix descriptions of the analysed
activity systems of the schools are useful since the theoretical constructs have been
grounded in practice and made more comprehensible for practitioners. Likewise the
learning trajectories of the student teachers regarded in real recognizable circumstances
and modelled in the expansive learning cycle make the processes of breaking away from
contradictions when developing practice more understandable. The analysis of student
teachers’ experience in the schools has revealed the process of student teachers learning
to be teachers in the schools in terms of challenges and problems they were faced with

and affordances for double stimulation in their actions. I have shown how in learning to
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overcome contradictions and respond to the need of pupils they developed their
practice. Shifting the focus to the system level in the expansive learning cycle sheds
light on how development was hindered when it was not dealt with on a collective level

or an institutional level.

The analysis has generated generalizations in the form of emerging concepts suggested

for use as a double stimulation in developmental work in the schools.
7.5.1 The practice in the three schools

When the three student teachers started to teach, a new national policy on inclusive
school practices was changing the object of school activity. They were confronted with
diverse groups of children with different potentials and needs and school authorities,
teacher education as well as the general discourse in society, presumed that teachers
should abandon their conventional practice and apply differentiated teaching methods
customised for individual needs of pupils. Given this situation the student teachers were
challenged by the task of developing changed practice in schools.

In Waterside School, change in that direction had begun some years earlier and it is
argued that the school had by 2003 developed its practice by expanding the object of
school activity. Changed practice could be identified among teachers both on an
individual and collective level and change had been dealt with at system level. In
expansive learning ‘the learners construct a new object and concept for their collective
activity, and implement this new object and concept in practice’ (Engestrom & Sannino,
2010, p. 2). My findings suggest that in Waterside School, as a result of expansive
learning, professional development of teachers was included in the object of school

activity, including education of student teachers.

In Coastline School individuals might have changed their practice but since
development had not been approached at a system level, teachers and managers were
stuck in a double bind situation (Chapter 3.3.3). In Creek School the practice was
damaged because of management difficulties and an unusual situation because of
demographic changes. This had resulted in defensive cycles rather than expansive
development since teachers were not able to cope with the challenges.

The three school-based student teachers, Lilith, Sarah and Sam had different
circumstances in the schools. There they could be expected to be learning to practice as
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teachers since they were enrolled in the distance programme. The analysis reveals,
however, the way in which their learning trajectories interact with affordances for

learning in the schools.
7.5.2 Emerging concepts and issues of concern

The emerging concepts pointing towards issues of concern are accounted for here and
they will in turn be used for formulating the proposal of hypotheses for use as double
stimulations in developing practice (Chapter 4.4) presented as conclusions in Chapter
10.

The importance of future vision in expanding the object of activity

By requiring differentiated teaching methods the new school policy had initiated
secondary contradictions between new methods and a traditional understanding of the
education of pupils as the object of school activity. Lilith and Sarah were confronted by
the contradictions in the form of disturbances in classroom conduct since they had
problems in keeping discipline. Their concern was that the pupils used their time well
for learning when seatwork with textbooks was being replaced with differentiated
teaching methods. For Sam this did not come up as a problem, maybe because the
pupils in his class were few (10-12) and the methods he was implementing did not pose
problems in classroom conduct. There was a long experience in the small school of
some kind of differentiation where the general practice was multi-age classes. As a
matter of fact, Sam was not really focusing on the use of differentiated teaching
methods as he continued using seatwork for covering the curriculum although breaking

it up for a relief.

Lilith, Sarah and Sam as student teachers all went through the step of reconceptualising
their understanding of pupils as the object of school activity and reflected on what
teaching and upbringing of school children constituted in contemporary society. Lilith
expressed her concern for the responsibility of school for children’s future when she
said: ‘Because how will life be for him when he grows up, we have to do something
now’ (Interview, January 2006). Both for Lilith and Sarah the future vision in
considering pupils as the object of school activity was of crucial importance and it is
argued that it had encouraged them to reconceptualise pupils and their needs which then

was turned into a motive for taking actions.
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Engestrom (2007a) argues that participation in emerging new types of work requires
personal engagement to bridge the gap between designs based on visions for the future
of practices and their implementation in practice. He observed that for people who
became exceptionally engaged in developmental work, visions of change and situational
solutions merge (ibid, p. 36). The analysis has revealed that this characterised the
learning processes of Lilith and Sarah but not Sam. Sam, Sarah and Lilith had all been
changing or adapting their interpretation of the object of school activity, and expanding
their understanding of what the education of school children comprised by embracing
upbringing, as well as teaching of knowledge and training of skills, in their tasks as
teachers.

Changed understanding of the object calls for focusing on communication

The new interpretation of the pupils as objects of school activity affected the way the
student teachers developed teacher pupil communication. In both Waterside School and
Coastline School the conventional practice was that the teachers used written rules for
controlling classroom conduct with appropriate praise and punishment; a practice
symptomatic for addressing pupils as a group referring to hierarchical status difference
of teachers and pupils. Neither Lilith nor Sarah would use that method and both
explained that they wished to develop a more personal way of communicating with the

pupils by coming to an agreement with them.

The demand for using differentiated teaching methods had called for changing the
conception of pupils which in turn had motivated changed mode of communication
which in turn became the foundation for their control of classroom conduct, a
prerequisite for changed teaching methods and use of innovative learning materials.
This is supported in Bernstein’s theories of sociology of pedagogy (Bernstein, 2000, p.
32) where he reasons that the pedagogic discourse involves two discourses where the
instructional discourse which creates specialised skills is embedded in the regulative
discourse which creates order, relations and identity?, Taking his view into
consideration in school devlopment means that for changing teaching methods, the

communication regarding conduct, manner and behaviour would need to be changed

* Although the theories of Bernstein are not accounted for and used in the thesis | have used them for
analysis of some of the data generated for the research and written two papers published in conference

proceedings where | present the results (Johannsdottir, 2007a, 2008c)
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first. The result of the analysis of the trajectories of Lilith and Sarah point to the same
direction.

In search of the role of linguistics in facilitating expansive transitions, Engestréom has
suggested that besides collaborating on a shared object of activity there is a need for

reflecting on the script that mediated the activity.

The script coded in written rules, plans, and instructions or engraved in tacitly
assumed traditions, coordinate their actions behind their backs, without being
questioned or discussed (Engestrom, 2008, p. 50).

Reflecting on conventional rules and changing them was part of the procedure for Sarah

and Lilith in developing their models for teaching.

Multilevel toolkits for mediating teaching

Contemporary ideas of differentiated and individualized teaching methods promoted in
inclusive school policy have called for changed teaching methods, which in turn have
called for new kinds of learning materials and changed methods of assessment. The use
of tools in schools is based on cultural traditions that have developed over time, where
both new material tools and changed ideas of practice have been introduced into the

schools as activity systems and actuated school development.

Engestrom (2007a) has addressed the importance of understanding the interplay
between conceptual and material tools for mediating learning and developing practice.
New material tools bring about the need for new concepts, visions, and ideas, just as
new ideas and visions call for new material tools. The notion of instrumentality (or a
constellation of tools) has been proposed for this kind of complex toolkits where there is
interplay among different kind of tools, models, concepts and visions (Kerosuo &
Engestrom, 2003).

The trajectories of Lilith, Sarah, and Sam reveal the importance of being able to
combine the use of different kinds of mediating instruments and the analysis shows how
their use of material and conceptual tools developed in interaction. Lilith and Sarah
managed to combine the use of teaching methods and teaching material and develop
appropriate assessment methods and use them for developing their practice in

accordance with their new ideas and visions. Sam on the other hand, perceived a
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problem with his traditional assessment methods, but did not tune it to his relaxed
teaching methods.

Resources for social mediation and models for ideal practice in the schools

Vygotsky (1978) emphasized the importance of social mediation for individual
development (Chapter 3.2.2). The analysis here has revealed that the schools as activity
systems were different regarding to the way in which they enhanced or constrained the
learning of the student teachers. Certain characteristics can be identified in Waterside
School, the school in this study that offered the most affluent resources for supporting
student teachers learning regarding division of labour, rules, and community. They were
identified as follows:

a) The division of labour was complicated indicating that the degree of
specialisation was rather high and different professionals had responsibilities
according to their expertise. Boundaries demarcated different roles and
emphasised and enhanced individual responsibility.

b) Rules regulating the function of the school assumed collaboration of teacher
teams for coordinating curriculum. Collaboration between different
professionals was also part of the organisation of the school practice. Rules
that supported collaboration were important offering opportunities for
collaboration as a form of social mediation. Collaboration as a form for
practice enhanced collective responsibility.

¢) Communication was fostered in the school community by opening channels
between people in different hierarchical positions. The three principals in the

management team were always prepared to listen to teachers and pupils.

This analysis implies that the rules and division of labour, as well as communication
and atmosphere in the community, affected the affordances for social practices as well
as models for ideal forms for practice available in the schools. In discussing
implications for teacher education in the light of VVygotskian thories, van Huizen et al.
(2005) emphasise the importance of supporting student teachers by providing them with
affordances where they are able to draw on other people’s experience, therefore
collaboration with both peers and more advanced practitioners is important, as well as

offering access to ideal forms for practice.
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The distance teacher education programme as a double stimulation

In this chapter, the focus of the analysis has been on the learning of the three student
teachers when developing their practice in schools. The main focus has been on
examining their learning as situated in the activity systems of the schools. Double
stimulation for support has been identified both in the distance education programme
and other resources the student teachers were able to use. In Chapter 8 the focus will
turn to their learning trajectories in the distance programme and in Chapter 9, the
student teachers’ situation of boundary crossing between the schools and the

programme will be discussed.

The analysis in this chapter shows that the programme inspired the student teachers to
use diverse and innovative teaching methods as well as new assessment methods.
However, they had to find out how these could be adjusted for their situations.
Vygotsky’s method which he called the functional method of double stimulation
assumes that new means for solving tasks are made available for subjects which have to
make meaning for themselves of how and whether they can use them for the given task
(Engestrom, 2007b; Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 73-74).

In the talk of Lilith and Sarah it may be seen how their enrolment in the programme
supported their ideal forms for teaching, both the ideology of inclusive education and
accordingly the differentiated teaching methods. They were able to draw on this as a
double stimulation to support their learning in practice while that was harder for Sam,
reminding us once more how contingent learning is upon circumstances in their home

schools.

174



CHAPTER 8: DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHING AND LEARNING IN THE
DISTANCE PROGRAMME

8.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the development of teaching and learning in
the distance programme and how the learning processes of distance students are
intertwined with development of the practice of teaching and learning within the
programme. The aim is to provides an insight into the distance programme, and open up
an understanding of how the practice was developing in the middle of the first decade of
the twenty first century. At that time the Iceland University of Education offered teacher
education comparable with on-campus programmes in a distance programme. In the
years 2002 to 2004 distance students constituted 40-50 percent of students in the
programme for compulsory teachers (Kennarahaskoli islands, 2005). Despite these
figures there had not been much discussion on the implications for the curriculumof the
teacher training programme and the effect on teaching and learning. The way in which
distance students learned to participate and function as student teachers at the same time
as learning to manage curriculum tasks is the focus in the analysis of their learning

trajectories.

The results are presented in three phases, starting with descriptions generated from the
data collected in the ethnographic work. In Chapter 8.2 three distance courses are
described and in Chapter 8.3 narratives of the experience of three school-based student
teachers of participation in the programme are constructed. The theoretical analysis
presented in Chapter 8.4 is based on these descriptions. The analysis is supposed to lead
to generalisation and in Chapter 8.5 the findings are presented in the form of hypotheses
and intermediate concepts suggested for use in programme development with lecturers,

students and programme leaders (Chapter 4.3.4).

8.2. Description of three distance courses

In order to more easily provide an overview and make a comparison of the courses the
activity system of each course is depicted in a matrix (Figures 8.1, 8.2, 8.3). A figure of
the triangle model is put in the middle to symbolize that the boxes around refer to
components of the model. The assumed outcome or motive of the activity, which is
normally placed outside the triangle is placed in the middle matrix to emphasise its

centrality and relevance for all components of the activity. The student teachers in each
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course are the subject of the system, to the right the object of activity is described. The
top row refers to the place of tools or instruments and the importance of the interplay of
material and conceptual tools is emphasized by placing them side by side. Three
subcategories are found in the teaching methods to distinguish among: assignments as
conceptual tools in learning; lecturers’ actions as professional guides in the role of more
advanced supporters in student learning; and social practices, since teaching methods
affect collaboration and dialogue as a resource in learning. In the bottom row
institutional factors characterizing the system that mediates the actions of the subjects
are described, referring to rules, community, and division of labour, of the analysed

courses or the programme as an activity system.
8.2.1 Ethics

In the beginning of the term 67 student teachers were enrolled in the Ethics course. The
course was part of the core curriculum for teacher education and most student teachers
would take it in their fourth of eight terms. The students’ object in the course was to get
acquainted with philosophical concepts and to learn to use them to deal with everyday
problems they might face as teachers, for example, when communicating with pupils
and parents. Instead of making assumptions about solutions and using everyday
concepts based on common sense, the student teachers were supposed to learn and
apply concepts from ethical theories. As an example the concepts ‘relativism’ and
‘political correctness’ were used to throw light on situations teachers were likely to face

in multicultural communities.

The importance of dialogue was stressed as a learning method, while at the same time it
is a method of philosophical inquiry. The threaded discussion tool on WebCT served as
a platform for dialogue, where students were supposed to practice the use of
philosophical concepts in solving problems related to the prospective teacher job. Each
problem or subject was discussed for one week. The lecturer directed and motivated the
discussion in the beginning by putting forward different questions to each group of

about 10 students.
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Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods as conceptual tools

Digital online tools
WebCT was the online
platform.

Affordances most used:
Threaded discussion
and email for private
communication:
student-teacher,
student-student.
Access to course
documents e.g.
syllabus, reading

Assignments
Students
contributed to
discussion on texts.
Exercises in
applying theory to
practice: 10%
Participation in
discussion on a
problem example:
20%

Individual final

Lecturer’s actions
Lectures in the face-to-
face sessions.

Questioned and motivated
discussion: 8 themes, plus
two group assignment.
Eight syntheses/roundups
of the discussion -
feedback to the whole
class. Evaluation of the
two group assignments for
each group.

Social practices
Dialogue was the central
learning method planned
for discussing the reading
material.

Group discussion in 6
groups of about 10
students each. Platforms
for group discussions
were open for all students
and they were encouraged
to read other groups’

material, assignment examination — open | Answered questions discussions.
guidelines, and access online for 12 | regarding the final

syntheses of the hours, solutions sent | examination three times

discussion. PowerPoint | as an attachment: during the examination

from lectures in face- 70% day.

to-face sessions.

Subjects Object

A class of 67 distance
student teachers in their
fourth term;

Get acquainted with
ethical concepts and
practice their use in

55 females solving problems related
8 males to ordinary problems
Intended outcome: Prospective teachers able | | teachers are likely to face.
to cope with ethical issues in a professional
manner in their position as teachers.
Systemic - institutional factors mediating actions of subjects
Rules Community Division of labour

Two face-to-face sessions on
campus, 1.5 hours each, one in the
beginning of the term and one in the
middle.

The teacher set rules on what the
students were supposed to do in the
distance sessions and how the teacher
would communicate with them.
Rules regarding teacher-student and
student-student participation in
discussion: Minimal three
contributions from each student to
each of the eight discussion themes
and the two problem examples. If not
fulfilled it affects the grade. The
teacher, as a rule, did not enter the
discussion but rounded up and gave
feedback when it was finished.

One teacher and the
students enrolled in the
course.

The class divided in
groups of about 10
students for collaboration
and discussion. Peer
students encouraged
participation of passive
group members. Teacher
motivated by entering the
discussion by inputs and
praising students.
Cooperative atmosphere
in the online community.

The role of the teacher clear. He
decided how the course was
organized and what the criteria for
accepted knowledge were. He
organized the discussion, put
forward problems to discuss, and
gave feedback on the discussion.
Students were responsible both as
individuals and as group members.
Individual responsibility: read texts
and participate in discussion, take
the final exam.

Group responsibility: discussing two
group assignments that were
assessed and given a common grade
for the group.

Figure 8.1 The activity system of the Ethics course with student teachers as subjects
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In the case mentioned above, the teacher stressed the importance of understanding these
concepts for prospective professionals working with and educating the youngest
generation. Each student was supposed to contribute to the discussion about a defined
topic three times a week, drawing on readings from certain theoretical texts, and their
inputs were included in course assessment. The teacher generally did not interfere with
the discussion during the week. Here is an exception:

It is a real pleasure to monitor your discussion. You are doing well and
hopefully this is just the beginning. [...] However, with such a potent group of
students, | have to take the liberty to break my promise of giving comments on
Fridays. Your discussion is well worth spending a Friday night and Saturday
reflecting on it. | hope you will not hold this against me (Web entry, Teacher
January 28 2005).

The assessment of the discussion was given in two forms. Usually, when the weekly
discussion was closed, the lecturer gave a general response, reflecting on the discussion
and taking examples from student teacher contributions. He did not necessarily correct
misunderstandings of particular students, but corrected in general the understanding of a
given (specific) concept and how it was used in the discussion. Individual contribution
to the eight discussion themes was assessed as failed or passed and counted as 10% of
the final grade. Two discussion problems were put forward as group assignments. They
were assessed by a written response to the group in about half a page and a grade which
was the same for the whole group except for if somebody did not pass the minimal

contribution, then his/her grade was lowered.

The division of labour between lecturers and students, and among students themselves,
was clear. In accordance with the traditional teacher role the lecturer decided on course
organization and criteria for accepted knowledge. However, the course design implied
open channels for discussion among students as peers and between students and
lecturer. The belief that students learn from each other was promoted when the lecturer
encouraged the students to read other group discussions, as they might be able to learn
from them, although this was not required. The communication online between students
and lecturer, and amongst students, was a testament to a supportive atmosphere. The

teacher entered the discussion website saying:

Now | think it is time to compliment you for intensive discussion this term. It
has been a pleasure to see good progress in group dialogues, and increased
competence in analysing the ethical essence of topics (Teacher, April 20 2005).
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The discussion as a learning method in this case was used for students to practice use of
theoretical concepts when discussing everyday problems in schools. The written mode
and the threaded discussion were supposed to enhance reflexivity, as students got time
to read a discussion in context and reflect on it before contributing themselves.
However, the discussion caused some tensions. The asynchronous mode meant that the
teacher was not on hand to correct possible misunderstandings of individual students,
although he commented on the discussion in general. One of the students complained

about that in a private email to the teacher.

I think that this arrangement isn’t working and | am not much of a better thinker
after this assignment. In the first place we haven’t received any criticism on our
writing this term, which I feel is necessary to improve the writing. [...] I think
that since our writing [on the discussion web] is part of the grade, you should
plan it so that all students get a comment on their writing at least once (Student,
April 18 2005).

The next day this student sent another private email to the teacher, where he continued
to reflect on the shortcomings of discussion as a method used for online teaching and

learning:

| also have opinions on what my peer students write and | think their
contributions are of varying quality and often give reason for criticism. Your
letters do not satisfy the need for personal criticism, though they do give us
deeper insight into the subject each week, which is good. [...] The problems we
are dealing with in the discussions are interesting but we tend to get stuck in
discussion of a general kind. There | think you could interject with some
comments to keep us on track, but then again you probably are given too little
time for such activities (Student, April 19 2005).

Here the student was questioning the value of peer knowledge and thereby also the
value of the discussion method increasingly used in distance courses, with threaded
discussion tools available in online learning management systems. However, the
comments reflected an understanding of the lecturer’s situation when the student
deduced that time allocated for distance teaching constrains actions. This student also
questioned the value of group assignments when complaining about the injustice of

grading the group assignment with one grade for the whole group:

In fact it is not justifiable that | get a grade for how other people are doing. My
grade should be based on my competence and my contribution. For example, it
would be absurd that my group members would get a deduction in their grade
book because | was absent for two weeks! (Student, April 18 2005),

179



The lecturer answered with a private email in WebCT where he thanked the student for
the criticism and promised to reflect on how he could do better. Then he explained the
pros and cons of group assignments in general, and pointed out that in this particular
case, in contrary to other forms of group assignments, the teacher could see each
student’s contribution to the discussion, and those who did not participate with the
minimum required contribution of three got a lower grade than the group. Besides, he
pointed out, each group discussion counted only 10% of the final grade for the course.
However, the student complaints about the shortcomings inherent in the method is
worthy of attention. The ethics lecturer explained how he had made an effort to

minimize shortcomings in his organisation of the assignments.
8.2.2 Arts and crafts along with subject didactics

The arts and crafts course that was part of the elected specialisation for prospective arts
and crafts teachers was divided into three parts: 1. Development of ideas/colours and
forms. 2. Needlework. 3. Subject didactics of arts and crafts. The three parts were to
some extent interwoven. One lecturer was responsible for the course as a whole while a
second teacher came in to teach the needlework part. Since the second teacher did not
use WebCT when communicating with students I did not have access to that part of the

course. Description and analysis are therefore based on parts 1 and 3.

A characteristic of this course was that student teachers were expected to share their
assignment outcomes and exhibit their creative work on the course web for peer
reactions. The lecturer was keen to make students understand that there is no single
right solution. Therefore she stressed the importance of sharing products to see the
range of student teacher solutions, and also to correct possible misunderstandings. In a
response to a student who hesitated to share her work on the course web the teacher
said:

The course is designed around the idea that you exhibit your work, otherwise |

can’t guide you. I also find it very important that you see each others’ products
so that you have a basis for comparison, and learn (Teacher, February 12 2005).
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Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods as conceptual tools

Digital online tools
WebCT tools used:
Threaded discussion.
Access to course
documents e.g.
syllabus, reading
materials, assignment
guidelines, roundup of
discussions in text
files.

Sharing of assignment
solutions; image-files
and word-files sent as
an attachment on the
discussion web.
E-mail for private
communication;
student-teacher,

Assignments

Part 1: Working with ideas/colours
and forms

6 assignments for developing
sensitivity to colours and forms.
Photos, drawings and reflective
texts collected in a process
portfolio.

Keep a book of ideas to document
ideas and stimulate the imagination.
Part 3: Didactics. School
observation and interview with
teachers connected to practice
teaching plus visit to second school.
Discussion on WebCT based on
articles on subject didactics,
national curriculum and
observations from practice

Lecturer’s actions
Provided precise guidelines
for how to work on
assignments stressing that
there is no one right
solution.

Entered the discussion to
answer questions, direct and
motivate.

Gave collective feedback
when assignments were
completed.

Gave feedback on each
student product in the class
in the midterm face-to-face
session connecting the arts
and crafts to subject
didactics.

Social practices
Sharing of
assignment
solutions on
WebCT.

Participation in
discussion on
WebCT.

Sometimes
student teachers
living in the
same area
formed groups
and met for
discussion and
collaboration.

student-student.
the portfolio.

teaching. An individual roundup for

portfolio.

Assessed discussion and

Subjects

A class of 16
student teachers;
all females;

ages about 20-50;

Obiject

Exploration of natural as
well as cultural
environment by taking
photos, working with

8 holding jobs as Intended outcome: Prospective teachers having imagery, drawing and
teachers. developed sensitivity for lines, colours, forms and experimenting with
texture in their environment and learned the principal different textures.
methods (didactics) in teaching arts and crafts. Curriculum of compulsory
school in textile and
didactics of arts and crafts.
Observations of teaching
in schools.
Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects
Rules Community Division of labour

Two face-to-face sessions with two
lessons in each, one in the beginning,
one in the middle.

Values regulating rules on
communication:

Emphasis on activity, creative thinking,
independent methods of work, personal
elaboration, carefulness.

Emphasis on communication and
sharing of ideas and assignment
solutions. Emphasis on reflective
methods and time for ideas to mature.
Respect for pupils and their creativity.

Lecturer and enrolled student teachers
formed the community.

Supportive atmosphere, students are
willing to help each other and explain if
needed.

Sometimes insecurity because of unclear
messages or lack of contact with
teachers, especially the second teacher
not using the WebCT. Tensions because
of that. Students felt it important to keep
the same online space for the class all
term between face-to-face sessions.

Student teachers handed
in samples of their
assignment solutions
regularly.

Teacher gave feedback
and direction to each
sample.

Individual responsibility
for assignment solutions,
contribution to
discussion, etc.

No group assignments.

Figure 8.2 The activity system of the Arts and crafts course with student teachers as subjects
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The discussion tool was used for sharing outcomes, and images and texts were sent in as
attachments on the discussion web. The images could be digital photos students had
taken or drawings they had scanned or designed on a computer. Student teachers handed
in web samples of their products steadily throughout this module. The lecturer entered
the discussion every now and then to respond to questions, to give further explanation,
to motivate student work on assignments, and to participate in the discussion. As a rule

she gave general feedback to the class once a week on the samples shared online.

I will try to answer your questions once a week. Each question is generally
useful for more than the student who asked and I think that you can all gain from
seeing other people’s questions and my answers (Teacher, February 12 2005).

In the midterm face-to-face session students were supposed to bring all their products,
regardless of whether they were finished or not, and the lecturer gave feedback to each
student’s assignment outcomes in front of the class, so the students could learn from the
successes and failures of peer students. She used the opportunity to connect arts and
crafts as a school subject with didactics, and brought up practical issues on teaching
methods. A portfolio in paper format with all assignments was handed in for summative
assssment towards the end of the term.

In the third part of the course the object was to get acquainted with the national
compulsory school curriculum in arts and crafts and learn about teaching methods and
didactics of arts and crafts. This module was connected to a practice teaching
component. Student teachers were expected to make an observation in the practice
school and interview arts and crafts teachers to learn about teaching and learning
methods. In addition they were asked to visit a second school to observe and interview
teachers about teaching arts and crafts. Students were then expected to participate in
online discussions on WebCT, organized around three issues. The first dealt with
didactics of arts and crafts, the second the national curriculum, and the third focused on
observations from the practice teaching. The discussion on each issue spanned one or
two weeks in a five-week period. As a rule the lecturer did not enter the discussion until
each discussion was finished. At the end of each theme she summarised and gave
feedback to students. When two weeks of the period were left she entered in order to
iterate the rules on student contributions and responses from the lecturer. After having

discussed each theme students wrote an individual roundup from the discussion and
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filed it in their portfolio. Assessment was based on activity in discussions and their

portfolio.

The roles of the lecturer and students respectively were clearly articulated, for example
rules about how and when the teacher responds to student actions; individual
responsibility for assignment outcomes and contributions to discussion, since there were
no group assignments. However, the teacher emphasized the value of social practices by
setting rules on sharing products and ideas and contributing to discussion as an
obligatory part of the learning process. Communication had a role to play in supporting

the community of learners.

Keep in mind that you are talking to the group but not submitting an assignment
to me. | certainly take into account your contribution to discussion, like
everything else, in the final assessment (Teacher, March 18 2005).

Explicit values, stated in the course description and regulating the instructional theory
of the teacher, emphasized activity, creative thinking, independent methods of work,
personal elaboration, and sensitivity. An emphasis on reflective methods, and time for
ideas to mature, were indicated in the messages from the lecturer to the students. She
overtly wanted to implant respect for pupils and their creativity, which she believed was
of importance in all teaching, as well as important in supporting pupils in developing
sensitivity. In the same way she was keen to enhance a supportive atmosphere where
peer students were willing to help each other and explain if needed. Students’ comments
on the website implied that she was succeeding. Sometimes students were confused and
did not understand what was going on. In such instances it was quite common that

another student showed up offering help:

Dear Anne

This sample cloth is what we got during class, if you weren’t in that session with
Christina. Aren’t you the Anne who was sick the night before and had to take
the ferry to the Vestmann Islands the next day when we were doing machine
sewing and form? You were on the final stage of the white skirt!

Anyway, this assignment is nr. 3 on a paper titled needlework I with Christina.
She gave us textile and yarn to start with. If you can’t figure it out don’t hesitate
to ask us. This discussion is so we can help one another. Regards, Heather
(Student, January 20 2005).

Student teacher comments showed that they really seemed to appreciate sharing their

work with their peers:
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Wow.

Great ideas, | had not thought of it that way. There you see how important it is
to have an opportunity to communicate. Just to see what the others are doing is
generating one’s own ideas. Good luck. Best regards, Jenny (Student, January

19 2005).

Insecurity and tensions sometimes came up because of unclear messages or lack of
contact with the teacher. This seemed to be especially troublesome when the second
teacher came in to teach a specific module and did not use WebCT for communication.
Although she could be contacted in another platform, used for communication with on-
campus students, this was confusing for the students and they complained about
technical problems in that system. It seemed to be important to keep the same online
space for the class throughout the whole term. The problems caused by the tensions that
came up because of this were solved because of a very supportive peer community,
where student teachers cared and did not hesitate to help in all kinds of ways, as is the

case in the following example.

Hi, we got the assignment guidelines in the face-to-face lesson — don’t you have
them? If not | can copy it and send to you. I can also try to take photos of e.g.
the sample and send to you — I have a digital camera but I don’t know how to
save the photos on the computer, but | am going to learn it anyway so then |
might be able to help you (Student, January 31 2005).

However, like in the ethics course, there was a danger of misconceptions when the
teacher did not get involved in time to provide appropriate professional guidance. The
lecturer’s rule about not interfering in the discussion while it was going on, but having
only a general response when it was finished, could be misleading. The lecturer
intended to enhance the independence of students and weaken her control in order to
give the students increased agency to take responsibility in their learning. This was her
vision for ideal practice and is accepted as such by the students. However, in reality it
could be more like a lack of sufficient contact with the lecturer, sometimes leading to
misconceptions and causing insecurity among the students, especially during the second
module with the teacher not using WebCT. The supportive atmosphere in the
community and the access to WebCT as an online platform for communication all the

time helped in overcoming such tensions.

The lecturer found the form of feedback she used problematic, i.e. the collective
responses to the whole group but not to individual students, since the student teachers
had difficulties in transferring the general group feedback to their personal work with
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products. Because of this she thought the face-to-face sessions were crucial for teaching
success in arts and crafts distance courses (Informal interview during face-to-face
session in March 2005).

8.2.3 Science and creative art in lower primary school teaching

The course Science and creative art was part of the lower primary school teaching
specialisation. Around 50 distance student teachers were enrolled in the course, which
was taught by five lecturers, each of them responsible for his or her area of
specialisation, and one of them functioning as administrator. The focus was on science
teaching and learning for the lower primary in primary schools. The integration of
music and visual arts was seen as an interesting way of approaching the subject of
science with young pupils. The goal of the course was that prospective teachers would
be competent in teaching science in the lower primary school, able to use the everyday
environment and experience of pupils, and able to explore the natural environment

using creative art methods.

Two of five lecturers were specialists in music and visual arts respectively, and
assignments related to their teaching counted 40% of the course. The other lecturers
were two early years specialists in teaching biology and one in teaching physics. The
lecturer in charge directed work related to young pupils’ ideas of the human body,
including both theoretical and empirical investigations, along with an inquiry of the
national curriculum for primary schools, together with learning materials. This was
supposed to result in designs of teaching plans and the assignment counted 30% of the
final grade. The other biologist specialized in environmental studies (ecology) and
taught a small module on environmental teaching. The physicist taught the last module
on physics experiments with young pupils using the everyday environment. The two
last modules were assessed as part of the process portfolio handed in at the end,

reporting on all the work done throughout the course.

The course started with the visual arts module where the focus was on observing nature;
first by reflecting on and registering childhood memories of nature using both texts and
photos, secondly developing a sensitivity for the beauty of nature by taking photos, and

thirdly creating artwork in nature and documenting it in photos and text.
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Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods as conceptual tools

Digital online tools
WebCT tools:
threaded discussion
access to course
documents, syllabus
reading material and
guidelines.

Sharing of
assignment solutions,
image-files and text-
files sentin as an
attachment on the
discussion web.
Email within WebCT
for private

Assignments

20% Music related
experiments.

20% Nature and visual arts:
a) photo and short text
reflecting on childhood
memories from nature, b)
taking photos in nature, c)
create artwork in nature and
record it.

30% Ideas of 6 year olds of
the human body; a)
observation and interview
with 2-3 children b) make a
teaching plan.

Lecturers’ actions

Assignment guidelines.
Explanations to enhance
understanding; general

praise, motivating
messages.

Feedback on assignments
on the discussion web

focused on the whole

class or responding to

ndividuals.
Participation in
discussion: different
frequency and mode,
general - individual

Social practices
Doing experiments
with children.
Share products
online.

Contribute to a
discussion.

In some
assignments
optional to work
alone, or in groups
of two or three.

30% Portfolio: reflections on
face-to-face sessions, student
contribution to online
discussion collected, and
reflection on the learning
process during the course.

communication. depending on teachers.
Modelling experiments
in small groups in the

face-to-face sessions.

Subjects: Object
A class of about Didactics of natural
50 student science, theories on
teachers, children’s learning
one male. in science, the
science curriculum,
) ; teaching methods,
Inte’nded putcome: Erospectlve teachers competent in learning material,
teaching science in primary school’s first classes; able to value of
use the everyday environment anq experience of pupll_s; environmental
able to explore nature and the environment using creative teaching and
art methods. subject integration
e.g. creative arts
and natural science.
Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects
Rules Community Division of labour

Student teachers and five lecturers:
Two biologists, a musician, a visual
arts teacher and a physicist.

Peer support important, helpful
atmosphere and sometimes detailed
feedback on solutions. Students
enjoyed sharing their solutions and
were clever praising each other. Too
many lecturers and too many
assignments at the same time were
confusing and lack of contact with
lecturers caused insecurity and
disturbances.

One face-to-face session on
campus, 8 lessons during three
days in the beginning of the
term, students divided in several
groups. Teachers had different
rules regarding how they
communicated with students
online.

Values regulating rules on
communication:

Importance of sharing products
of learning and enjoying and
learning from different
outcomes.

Discussion, sometimes in the
whole class, sometimes in
smaller groups. Individual
assignments as a rule shared
with the class, sometimes a
smaller group.

Cooperation optional in some
assignments.

Complicated organization and
many teachers sometimes
causing insecurity among
students on what they were
supposed to be doing.

Figure 8.3 The activity system of the Science and creative art course for lower primary with student
teachers as subjects
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The lecturer was the same as in the arts and crafts course, and used similar rules,
valuing the sharing of products and responding to the students online in a general
fashion rather than individually. The first assignment on memories turned out to be a
powerful way to enhance group sentiment. The student teachers were based all around
the country and when they brought up their childhood memories related to special

places they often found common connections to places and even common origins.

I have read all the descriptions here and find it enormously interesting to see
from where they originate. | think that this is going to empower us as a group,
now we can connect many faces with names, but this is something more than
that. | just wanted to express my pleasure with this assignment. Regards, Maggie
(Student, January 19 2005).

This assignment of working with their childhood memories was supposed to bring
student teachers closer to the mindset of children with whom they were supposed to
work as teachers. The sharing of photos seemed to arouse sentiments when students
admired each other’s photos with personal responses, sometimes detailed with a
professional touch. The lecturer also expressed her happiness with work well done
(Teacher, March 2 2005).

The music teacher supervised a module she called Natural principles of tones and
sounds that spanned two weeks, squeezed in between the second and the third
assignments of visual arts (February 6-18, 2005). The students were asked to choose
three of four experiments they would try out with children. The tools necessary to carry
out the experiments were assumed to be available in the everyday environment. After
carrying out the experiments, students shared their experiences online on the discussion
web. The discussion platform for communicating on this theme was open for two weeks
and the lecturer was very active in responding. In 35 entries by the teacher during the
period (which means two to three entries a day) she corrects and directs; praises and
motivates; and gives professional guidance, connecting concepts in music and the
natural sciences. She generally responds personally to each student, with the

assumption, however, that her responses will be useful to others as well.

Hi. Good to hear that the assignments are enjoyable :-)

It is probably correct, in regards to the glasses, because they function as a
soundboard that boosts the tone. As for the string in the last experiment, it is
similar to the difference between a violin string and a base string, i.e. the shorter
(and actually finer) the higher the tone.
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And to finish up, the sound waves form vibrations causing the salt to bounce and
the higher the frequency the more the vibration (Teacher, February 9 2005).

In carrying out the experiments student teachers could work with their pupils if they
were teaching, or their own children and families if they so wished, and examples of
both were seen on the online platform.

Now I’'m surprised — is it possible that the differing movement of the salt
affected by your daughter’s and husband’s voices depends on the strength and
not the pitch? My books say the higher pitched voice should cause more
vibration? Not sure!!

Entertaining hobby for the family and hopefully you will use this experiment in
your teaching. Maybe you can come up with some more (Teacher, February 10
2005).

Since most of the students were adults with families, they appreciated the family
friendliness of the assignments, both in this module and the visual arts module.

Hello. Apparently the assignments we have been doing in this course are very
family friendly. Mothers have been good about taking their children and
husbands with them on various nature study trips and have enjoyed it. As well as
giving concerts at home with the kitchenware. Lots of fun, lots of joy. Regards,
Joe (Student, March 2 2005).

The module on environmental and outdoor education spanned from March 8-18.
Student teachers were given an assignment to work on and were to share the results on
the discussion web. Since the lecturer got sick she did not give feedback but sent a
message telling students she would respond when she had recovered. The assignment
was to be assessed as part of the portfolio at the end.

Parallel to the two modules on using artistic approaches to teach natural sciences and
the environmental module, students were supposed to start preparing an assignment on
young pupils’ conceptions of the human body, which would count for 30% of the final
grade. This module was supervised by the lecturer in charge of administrating the
course. Student teachers were to read and discuss the national curriculum on science for
the lower primary in primary schools, study constructivist theories on child learning,

and get acquainted with learning materials in books as well as on the web.
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Four themes, planned for in discussion threads as explained below, led the dialogue:

First theme: The curriculum for the lower primary and subject integration, to be

worked on January 13-24

Teacher gave directives on reading material and elaboration of a teaching idea student
teachers were supposed to put forward and share online. There was no discussion
planned for shared ideas. The teacher entered the discussion space when students had
sent in their ideas, saying that she was reading their interesting outcomes and that she
would soon respond to them privately. The discussion entries from students reflected
confusion because of two assignments being worked on simultaneously, in addition to

there being insecurity about the assessment of the assignment.

Hi. I am confused about all this, when shall 1 hand in assignments. This
assignment for example is not on the schedule for assignments to be handed in
and therefore it becomes confusing. Where did you find information about this
assignment that is to be handed in now? Regards, Liz, Denmark (Student,
January 23 2005).

I think it is rather strange to hand in something half-baked since we have done
so many solid teaching plans. How will this be assessed? Is it maybe just
pass/fail on whether or not we submit it? Just wondering? Regards, Maggie
(Student, January 23 2005).

Second theme: Constructivism, January 24 to February 4.

The group was divided into four groups of 11 or 12 students. Each group got reading
material to work with and to discuss in a closed discussion space, open only to group
members. When the discussion was finished all spaces were opened for students to read
the results of other groups. Since the reading material was usually in English the

students felt it helpful to have access to discussions and extracts in Icelandic.

Third theme: Online learning materials and the use of so-called concept cartoons in
teaching, April 4-21.

Students were asked to have a look at websites presenting teaching ideas and learning
materials. They got two assignments and their results were shared on the discussion web
but no discussion was required. The teacher did not give feedback online but the results

were assessed along with other material in the process portfolio.
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Last theme: Physics, spanning the two last weeks.

The physics lecturer had met the student teachers in the face-to-face session in January,
with a session on how to do experiments with young pupils. Student teachers were
supposed to share their experiences of doing experiments with children, as well as read
and respond to contributions from their peer students. Inferring from students’
responses they enjoyed sharing ideas, and found it useful for collecting ideas for use

later in teaching.

This is very nifty. The kids must have liked it a lot. This one I will put in my
idea bank, like so many other things that have been posted on here. Thanks for
that ;), regards, Sophie (Student, May 1 2005).

You’ve got very good ideas Lilith and good luck with the experimental days. It
really is true that this course has generated ideas for a whole book of
experiments. Regards, Rebecca (Student, May 3 2005).

Communications online included contributions from around 50 student teachers and
five lecturers. The structure of the course was complicated since there was sometimes
more than one assignment to be worked on simultaneously, and students had to
communicate with different lecturers who might have different rules regarding student-
teacher interactions. This caused tension among students on occasion (and presumably
sometimes among lecturers as well), when students felt that having to work on many
assignments at the same time was confusing, as well as feeling that messages on

assessment and grading of assignments were not always coordinated or clear.

It is so uncomfortable to have so many teachers in the same course. [...] I have
been going round in circles, and have come to understand that | really have to

work hard to understand which way is up, so that I don’t miss deadlines!
(Student, January 21 2005).

Sometimes lack of contact with teachers caused tensions, like when the physics teacher
in the last module did not show up on the course web until five days after the two-week
module should have started. However, the students’ reactions were interesting. Some of
them took the initiative to check if he had forgotten that it was his turn in the course.
The smiley at the end of the former comment, below, does not reflect irritation, which
might have been expected, but rather shows tolerance of the situation.

It would be incredibly good to know exactly what we are supposed to do here. It
is April 25 already : ) Regards, Hilary (Student, April 25 2005).

| totally agree. | log in several times a day since | am keen to finish this course.

190



What is the name of the teacher in this part again? Can’t we email him? He has
obviously gotten carried away somewhere. Regards, Sue (Student, April 25
2005).

The lecturer, who had modelled the experiments they were to perform in the face-to-
face session, entered the web April 26 with directions and students started working
without complaint. As a matter of fact they were happy with the assignments, as

reflected above, as with the course in general.

In this course the lecturers, as a rule, entered the discussion web in the beginning of
their module and gave directives on how to work on assignments. Then they returned
with general feedback when the discussion on each theme was closed. The music
teacher is an exception, as she participated very actively in the discussion with two or
three entries a day during her module, giving personal responses to student experiments.
In such circumstances the time allocated for university lecturers in distance teaching is
an issue that needs to be taken into consideration. In conventional campus-based
teaching the lecturers’ time is regulated by lessons on their schedule, where lecturers
meet their students in classrooms, whereas in distance teaching they have to monitor an

online classroom where there may be some activity constantly.

The complicated structure, and the number of lecturers, seemed to be disturbing in this
course. Since there were no coherent rules on frequency and mode of communication
within the group of lecturers it could be a real challenge for students to keep up with
what they were supposed to be doing at each time. In fact, the lecturers might also have
been confused. There was only one face-to-face session in the beginning of the term, so
students and teachers had to rely on online communication to sort out and clarify
messages and correct misconceptions. In this case coherent rules among lecturers would

have been supportive.

Despite this, based on the online communication, it was evident that peer support and a
supportive atmosphere were important and helpful when students were dealing with
insecurity and tensions that arose. Students’ postings on the course web revealed that
they enjoyed sharing their solutions, and were good about praising each other and
sometimes giving each other detailed feedback on solutions. In addition, they were

helpful when practical problems came up.
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In general, student teachers seemed to be enjoying the kind of assignments they were
supposed to do in the course, which compensated for the confusion in finding out what
to do and when. It is interesting to see how well the lecturers have designed the student
assignments, in order to ground their theoretical studies in practical experience in the
different subjects that were covered in the course, and taking into account their situation
at home, either as teachers or parents.

8.3 The experience of Lilith, Sarah, and Sam as students in the distance

programme

In this chapter the experience of Lilith, Sarah, and Sam as students in the programme
will be accounted for by constructing descriptions of each of them separately based on
the interviews with them during fieldwork. The unit of analysis is the activity system of
the programme and the triangle model of activity system is used for directing the

structure of the description like in the former chapter describing the courses.

8.3.1 Lilith’s experience as a distance student

Objects of the programme activity

Lilith decided to complete her B.Ed. degree in five years, instead of the usual four
years. After the first two years of general courses, such as pedagogy and curriculum
studies, she chose primary level teaching as her specialisation. In her optional courses
she selected visual arts and courses emphasizing creativity. She was enrolled in the
course Science and creative art for lower primary, analysed above. She thought the
introductory courses tended to be somewhat dull and boring while she was taking them,
but afterwards she found out they had been useful after all. Then again, there were other

courses that opened up new ideas for her right away, she said.

Yes, then when you take courses that change how you see things. It opens up
another dimension for you, and you think: | can do that with the kids (Interview,
April 2005).

In general Lilith criticizes the courses for lack of subject integration and holistic

approaches, which is what is preached, but in her opinion not practised.

As an exception to the rule Lilith got permission to take all her practice teaching in her
home school, because her child had a developmental deviation making him especially

vulnerable to changes in his surroundings.
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Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods as conceptual tools

Digital online tools

Lilith felt that WebCT for
online communication was
as necessary as a
classroom.

Participation in threaded
discussion a good way to
learn. Audio files with
lectures supported with
PowerPoint very good.
She liked how students
were supposed to use
digital cameras.
PowerPoint for handing in
student products. Students
shared products online.
MSN used for instant
messaging between
students. Internet search

Assignments

Lilith felt that participa-
tion in threaded discussion
a good way to learn, but
unfair when the discussion
is obligatory without being
part of the grade.
IAssignments that can be
used in classroom practice.
Keeping portfolio
recording the process of
the studies.

Practice teaching

Lilith took all practice
teaching in Waterside.

She was critical on how the
practice teaching was
planned for school-based
student teachers. Different

Lecturer guidance
ILecturers’ support
depended a lot on
individuals. Professional
guidance sometimes
excellent sometimes
lacking. Audio files with
lectures very good support.
Face-to-face sessions
Depended on subject how
useful they were, very
useful in oral performance
and visual arts. Sometimes
useless; especially lectures
in big auditoriums. Bad
organization a problem.
The face-to-face session in
the midterm more useful for
lecturers than students.

Social practices
Group assignments,
working with peer
students in the district
or online.

Personal
communication with
peer students using
MSN instant
messaging.
Discussion and
sharing of assignment
outcomes on WebCT.
Feedback from peer
students.

\Workshops in arts and
crafts courses in face-
to-face sessions.

for accessing all kinds of

rules needed.

/A school-based student
teacher in her thirties,
married mother of one

materials.
Subject Object
Lilith: First two years:

diverse general
courses; dull but
useful. Primary level

child aged about 10-13.
Started in the
programme fall 2002,

Intended outcome: Qualified teacher with
theoretical knowledge and practical skills,
with compulsory school teacher

teaching as area of
specialisation in third
year. Practice teaching
in Waterside School.

finishing spring 2007.

Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects

Rules

/As a rule the distance programme
was planned for four years.
Flexibility in rules allows for longer
or shorter time. Lilith took five years
to finish.

Exception from the rules: Lilith got
permission to take the practice
teaching in her home school because
her child was vulnerable to her
absence. Lilith was critical towards
the rule that tutors from the
university did not visit the distance
student teachers as they did in
regular student teacher practice.
Schedule for face-to-face sessions
inconvenient for students who were
teaching.

Individual teachers had different
rules on how they communicated
with students which affected their
professional support.

Community

Lilith said it took the first year to
form the community of the
distance learners. Online
communication needed time to
develop; face-to-face sessions
necessary support for online
communication the first year.
Student teachers were learning to
collaborate; independence and
initiative developed a lot with
time.

In face-to-face sessions in visual
arts students got an opportunity
to see each other’s products and
talk about their ideas.

MSN instant messaging
supported personal
communication between
students.

Division of labour

Different what lecturers did in the
online modules. The feeling for
their presence online different;
‘with some you get the feeling that
they are always there while others
it is like they throw you the
documents, and there you are, help
yourself’.

Lecturers exerted their status as
professionals differently, from
strong control to very weak.
Student teachers have different
agency and responsibility
depending on teachers.

Lilith felt it was important that
lecturers used their professional
authority to guide students but
disliked it when they use their
status to patronize students when
addressing them.

Figure 8.4 The activity system of the distance programme with Lilith as subject
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She got an experienced mentor, one of the teachers in Waterside, and took the practice
teaching with a different class than her own. She would have preferred to be able to take
some of the practice teaching with her own class, as she thought it would have been
useful to have the local mentor and a tutor from the university to give her feedback on
her general practice. Because of expense, tutors from the programme generally did not
visit the distance student teachers, as they did for regular student teacher practice
teaching. Lilith was critical of this rule, pointing out that it would provide important

support to the school-based distance students.

Interrelation of the theoretical and the practical

School-based distance students like Lilith are at the same time practitioners in the local
schools and students in the teacher education programme. Having experience as school
teachers, they can bring practical experience to the programme, and conversely can
bring academic knowledge from the programme to the schools. Lilith reflected on the
interplay of theoretical learning and practical experience.

There are so many concepts, just for instance, the curriculum course, when we
were learning about individualized curriculum and national curriculum and
identifying things in the national curriculum. When | first started at the school |
found it awfully confusing. But then having that experience, when | started in
the curriculum course it was all so easy.

All the same, there were an awful lot of concepts to learn, your head would start
to hurt. Then | started to understand better what was being talked about around
me in the school, and at the same time | understood better why | had goals in my
teaching plans, like I did. I had a superficial understanding of this in the school,
which helped me gain a deeper understanding of the learning content at the
university (Interview, January 2006).

Lilith used many assignments and ideas she was learning about in the programme in her
teaching. By trying them out, she got an opportunity to ground the theoretical
knowledge from the programme in her practice in the school. As a class teacher she had
a space where she could try out teaching methods and content simultaneously as she
was learning about them in the programme. She participated in the course on science
and creative arts, in which the students were supposed to share all their assignments on
the course web as the course proceeded. At the end they were supposed to collect the
material they had shared, including contributions to discussion, in a digital portfolio to
be assessed on an individual basis. An analysis of her portfolio clearly showed how

keen she was to try out assignments and ideas presented in the course with her pupils in
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the classroom. There she described, usually in detail, what went well, what mistakes she
made, and how she learned from the exercise how to do it better next time.

We started to collect insects and examine them in a microscope as a part of the
science curriculum. Then we collected seeds from the fruits that the children
brought in their packed lunches. We planted them in empty milk cartons that we
had collected after the lunchbreak. The seeds grew well in the windowsill. The
pupils sometimes forgot to water the plants and in the beginning | made the
mistake of watering the plants for them. When some of the plants began to be a
bit limp we discussed what could be the reason for that. Some mentioned that
they forgot to water them but then one pupil said: No, | have almost never
watered mine but it is ok! I had to tell them that | had watered the plant for him,
but decided then that | would stop watering the plants for them so that they
would have the right preconditions for their learning (Portfolio, May 2005).

This is one of many examples in her portfolio where she contributed with her
experience as a teacher, linking the theoretical knowledge presented in the programme
to her practice with pupils. Her contributions were appreciated by other students in the
course, and her reflections on how she applied what she had been learning in the

programme showed how she had been improving her conceptual understanding.

Digital online tools and teaching and learning methods

Lilith felt that the WebCT as an online platform with the possibility to communicate as
well as access and share materials was as necessary for distance students as a classroom
is for conventional students (Interview, April 2005). She recalled when certain teachers
told the students, when introducing the course in the face-to-face session, that they were
not going to use WebCT. The students in the auditorium went mad and wanted an
explanation, because they felt they needed it as much as on-campus students need a

classroom.

During the years 2003-2005 teachers increasingly used recorded lectures, and published
audio files supported by PowerPoint in WebCT. Those were either recorded, live, on-
campus lectures or recorded especially for the distance students. Lilith thought they
were very supportive, either way (Interview, April 2005). She mentioned the
importance of hearing the teacher’s voice and thought that more teachers in the distance

programme should use this method, and needed to better learn the technique.

There are always certain teachers who are technophobic ... the technique exists
and the technique is the tool we need to use but it isn’t fully taken advantage of
(Interview, April 2005).
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Lilith used Internet searches for accessing all kinds of supporting materials for her
studies, and felt like the teachers should in many cases have more knowledge of what
was accessible online. Instead of using material available on the Internet they were
often using bad photocopies, which students were supposed to buy, while the same

material might be available for free on the Internet.

Lilith liked the way students were supposed to use digital cameras in their assignments,
and said that PowerPoint as a format for submitting student products was recommended

in many courses. She described an example from a course on arts in schools.

There it is well used. We use the technique both to work on the assignments and
to hand them in. We use digital cameras, we scan pictures, and this is integrated
into the assignments. We were supposed to take photos but could choose if we
used traditional cameras and scanned the photos or if we used digital cameras
and put the pictures in directly. 1 did both actually. Likewise we always sent the
poems we were writing by email (Interview, April 2005).

Lilith considered participation in threaded discussion a good way to learn. She
explained how they used the discussion platform to connect the theoretical content they
were dealing with in the courses to their environment as teachers in schools (Interview,
January 2006). Her contributions to the discussion in the course on science and creative
art show how she was actively participating, and keen in giving peer students both
personal and professional feedback when they shared their assignments online.
Although she liked the discussion form she thought it was unfair when discussion was

obligatory without being part of the grade, which sometimes was the case.

There were more ways for distance students to use information technology. Lilith talked
about how they used instant messaging such as MSN to have somewhat less formal
contact. With MSN they could see who was online and contact them through an instant

message.

We weren’t necessarily working together, but just nice to have a chat. It’s kind
of like meeting people in the hallway on campus (Interview, April 2005).

But she also explained how they had used MSN as a meeting place to communicate in

relation to assignments.

In one course our group was living all over the country, and if we had to discuss
the assignment it was just like: Let’s meet tonight at this time on MSN, five
people working on our assignment there (Interview, April 2005).
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This is an example of how the distance students were developing their use of the online
technique, by picking up new tools and adapting them to their needs, which in this case
was supporting personal communication and in turn sustaining the distance student

community.

Lecturer student communication

Lecturers differed as professional guides during online sessions. Lilith said that distance

students felt that the presence of teachers online differed a lot.

She [name of the teacher] managed it so well and you got the feeling that she
was concerned about you: while with others it is like they throw the documents
at you, and there you are, figure it out for yourself (Interview, April 2005).

As for the online discussion it differed how much and in what way the lecturers took
part in the discussion. Lilith described three different examples of how lecturers

communicated with the distance students online.

Example 1:

And there they managed very well you see. The lecturer was really motivating,
which didn’t take her long, you were immediately interested. And the assistant
teacher had such good control of WebCT so as soon as you asked you usually
got an answer the same day. That’s wonderful. There they had perfect control.
But we did our assignments. In a way it could be said that we [the students] had
too little agency because we got such clear instructions: You are supposed to do
this and this in that way, interpret this and that. So they used the technology very
well in this course. If that’s done well then — it’s a bit of a good feeling
sometimes to let go of control. But then you have to trust the teacher (Interview,
January 2006).

Example 2:

Then there are lecturers who are such sticklers for facts, who often misread what
you write, get mad because of something you have written in WebCT, and just
lose their temper completely, you just get dumped on. And yes, just yell, and
send completely misguiding messages like: Don’t be afraid to ask, and then you
ask, and then we get like: “Why are you asking about this?’ reactions. Of course
you ask if you don’t know. If we had gotten an explanation before then we
didn’t understand it. Then you need to reformulate and not just repeat. And you
quickly get the feeling that the teacher doesn’t trust you. But the teacher isn’t in
control (Interview, January 2006).

Example 3:

But then there are lecturers who make it clear from the beginning that we are
going to contemplate. [...] It is different how people react. People say: What am
| supposed to do? Then | say: you are supposed to contemplate. And then you
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have freedom and can put in whatever comes to mind. And then he sometimes
responds [...] People get really offended by it. But he is challenging our
understanding and there we need to take responsibility; 1 am going to give my
opinion in this discussion. And when it gets going properly the groups become
like really dynamic [...] like what about this and that and yes what — and it
becomes so alive. Yes, sometimes he needs to keep a better eye on what is going
on, he should definitely be more active, come online more often. But he says he
is afraid of too much control and directing our discussions so that we would try
to do what we think the teacher would like us to do. I understand his point of
view. So we dig through it on our own. But he almost has too little control
(Interview, January 2006).

Lilith thought it was important for lecturers to use their professional authority to guide
students, but disliked it when they used their status to patronize students when
addressing them. It sometimes happened when students asked about something that the
lecturer had already covered, and then he/she responded like the student was an idiot

(Interview, January 2006).

Lilith highlighted the importance of teachers’ professional guidance when she described

arrangements she liked.

I really like it when the teachers encourage us to contribute to web discussions
with our own experience. [...] It gets the discussion going. And then the teacher
has to interject and bring the professional side into the discussion, link it to the
learning material. And bit by bit we start to do it ourselves and say like — I was
reading this article and then I saw it was related to that and started to think... It
is important when the teacher realises this. But in the beginning we need
freedom to talk about ourselves, to get a feeling of owning the space (Interview,
January 2006).

Different modes of communication gave rise to tensions and disturbances in the
community of the programme. Weak teacher control gave students agency to participate
in knowledge construction, space to be creative, and agency to collaborate and
communicate in accordance with rules they have agreed upon themselves. But if teacher
control was too weak it could deprive students of professional guidance from the
teacher. In the third example described above, teacher control was weak and students
seemed to have freedom, both regarding selection of content and how to work on it. The
lecturer reiterated that the students were supposed to be responsible for their studies. In
this case, though, it was difficult for the students to realize what was legitimate and

acceptable as a contribution, and as a consequence they became insecure and frustrated.

In the second example Lilith described the the boundaries between students and

lecturers as strict; students felt that the lecturers were tough on facts, which indicated
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that they saw their role as the holders of the truth, clearly demarcated from the role of
the students. The quote points to that the lecturer was using different manners of
communication with the students than the students perceived as the accepted mode in
the distance community. The lecturer did not follow rules on manners and respect, and
students experienced distrust in the way she/ he addressed them. Lilith said that students
were critical of authoritative lecturers when they used their authority to constrain
students’ agency. When lecturers talked to students in an authoritative way, like in
traditional teaching, it often upset the students who did not accept the form of
communication. However, in the first example above, students perceived clear messages
on the hierarchical roles of teachers and students, and no doubt about the lecturer being
in control as a professional. At the same time, regarding personal communication,
students felt like they had easy access to the lecturers who would answer quickly and
carefully and address them as students who are keen to learn. In that way they created
trust between students and teachers, which made the students feel good.

Face-to-face sessions and development of a community

It was Lilith’s opinion that it had taken a long time to form the community of distance
learners. She explained how students had to learn to communicate on WebCT in the
beginning, and how the collaboration became smoother over time when individual

students gained independence and learned to take initiative.

It takes the first year to learn how to communicate on WebCT. In the beginning
you see, it is either people that enter the discussion excusing themselves, you
see, I’'m not saying this, or that, but.... And then someone says something that
upsets everything. Then later in the course someone says like: hello, what are
you getting excited about, we’re just talking here. We are not trying to offend
each other. We just have to take it as a given that we are all learning here, we are
putting our opinions forward but ... yes we need to watch how we say things.

And this is very much in the discussion and that is why during the first year we
need to meet. This one maybe said that, and you meet her and she says; I didn’t
mean it that way you know. And the teacher meets some of the students who
have been so why, why, why, and just noisy on WebCT. Then the person turns
out to be very likeable and sweet. So you see, the first year you are learning to
communicate, because online communication is so new to most of us. [...] and
then right away in the second year then WebCT has become so strong — and the
discussions there (Interview, January 2006).

Lilith explained that in general the distance student teachers feel that they are part of a

supportive community of learners, collaborating and sharing outcomes that will be
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useful for them as teachers. When reflecting on one of the courses Lilith felt that all the
assignments had been useful, and that she will use not only her solutions in the future
but also ideas from her peers. Lilith’s descriptions suggest that the community of
distance students was an open and collaborative culture, where the WebCT had an

important function as a platform for communication.

Lilith felt that what supported the students in coping with how to be distance students,
including learning to communicate online and becoming a community of learners, was
their meeting on-campus in the face-to-face sessions. She described the importance of
both formal and informal settings; the informal with regard to meeting and getting to
know fellow students, and the formal for meeting the teachers in class-size groups for
discussion. Conversely, she complained about the uselessness of lectures in big lecture

rooms.

Sitting in a lecture room getting transparencies that you know you will be
reading on the screen in a while, listening to the teacher reading the text on
them. Some teachers are just saying exactly what is written on the
transparencies. So it becomes a real waste of time. But maybe the teachers think
they are really delivering the message, they are so used to this format that if they
don’t do this maybe they feel like they aren’t doing their job (Interview, January
2006).

After students started taking electives the face-to-face sessions were used more for
meeting in small groups. Lilith felt they were more supportive for their studies, but

evidently it depended on the nature of the subject.

The only face-to-face sessions that have been really useful were in the course on
oral performance, really useful. And also the course on arts and crafts, because
we got the opportunity to look at what other students had been doing and to talk
about the ideas behind it and things like that (Interview, April 2005).

Although Lilith acknowledged the usefulness of face-to-face sessions she was critical of
the time in which they are planned, disrupting the preparation of the school year. She
also felt like the midterm sessions were more useful for lecturers in the programme than
for student teachers. She explained how schedules for the face-to-face sessions were
inconvenient for school-based students. Those living in the countryside have to pay
expensive travel fare. Besides, time was valuable, especially when they had to get a
substitute teacher to teach the class at home, and pupils were vulnerable to changes.
Lilith expressed the view that the face-to-face sessions need to be better organised so

the student teachers did not feel like they are wasting their time.
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And a large part of the distance student teachers work as teachers, and so it’s
ridiculous that this isn’t taken into account when face-to-face sessions are
scheduled, and have the schedule tightly packed, and use the weekends so that
we can take the Friday afternoon flight after our school day and then spend
Saturday, Sunday and maybe Monday, and catch the later flight back Monday
night so we could be in the school again as soon as possible. [...] - We carry
such a precious cargo (referring to the pupils in the classroom) (Interview, April
2005).

Both student teachers and principals in the local schools emphasized that the time
schedule should be reconsidered with regard to those school-based student teachers so
that it would not interfere with sensitive times in the schools.

Donald, the principal in Waterside, said:

Repeatedly we are losing the teachers during the most important time of the
school year, which is the end of August. That’s when people come back to work
after their holidays, the school activities get going, we’re planning and preparing
teaching, people are receiving new pupils and getting into the rhythm of things.
There are courses held to prepare the inner work of the school, methods,
procedures, etc., which are very important, not to mention for new teachers. And
we lose them year after year during these days, which is very inconvenient
(Interview, April 2005).

The planning of the face-to-face sessions certainly disturbs the daily practice in the

schools where the distance students teach.

8.3.2 Sarah’s experience as a distance student

Obijects of the programme activity

Like many student teachers who taught alongside their studies, Sarah took longer than
four years to finish her B.Ed. degree, starting fall 2002 and finishing spring 2008
(Figure 8.5). The first two years she took diverse general courses and in the third year
she chose arts and crafts education as her specialisation. She was enrolled in the arts and
crafts course analysed in Chapter 6.3.3. Sarah did her first year practice teaching in
Waterside School, and she explained how important it was as a model for her teaching,
since it was so different from what she had seen before. As a matter of fact, her mentor
teacher in Waterside had a very good reputation as a teacher and in 2005 she got the
President of Iceland award as an outstanding teacher. For later practice teaching, as an
exception from the general rule, she got permission to teach her own class with a
teacher from Coastline as a mentor. In that instance she regretted that she missed out on

the opportunity to see another teacher’s practice.
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Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods and conceptual tools

Digital online tools
WebCT platform
for online teaching
and learning.
Threaded
discussion.
Sharing of
documents.

Sound files with
lectures supported
with PowerPoint.
Searching for
support material.
Accessing learning
material; text files,
image files, sound

Assignments

Sarah felt she learned
most from practical
assignments she could
use in the classroom.
Practice teaching
First year in
Waterside School
very important; the
mentor was a model
different from what

Sarah had seen before.

Second year: teaching
her own class with
mentor from
Coastline.

Lecturer guidance
Teachers support depended
a lot on individual teachers.
Collective or personal
feedback, exact or vague
guidelines, easy to reach or
forgetting the distance
students, reasons for
assessment detailed or only
a character.

Face-to-face sessions
Especially valuable in arts
and crafts specialisation.
Sometimes useless,
expensive travels, time-
consuming.

Social practices

Group assignments,
working with peer
students in the district or
online.

Discussion and sharing
of assignment outcomes
on WebCT. Group
discussion on phone.
Workshops in arts and
crafts courses in face-to-
face sessions.

files.

Subjects

Sarah:
School-based
student teacher in
her thirties.

Object

First two years: diverse
general courses.

Arts and crafts as
specialisation, elected in

Single mother of
one child.
Starting in the
programme fall

Intended outcome: Qualified teacher with
theoretical knowledge and practical skills and
with primary school teacher certification.

the third year.
Practice teaching.

2002, finished
spring 2008.

Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects

Rules

Like many student teachers
teaching alongside their
studies Sarah took six years to
finish the B.Ed.

Rules on practice teaching
expected student teachers not
to take the practice in the
school where they were
teaching. These rules are
sometimes adapted to
personal needs. Sarah got
permission to take the practice
teaching in her home school
with her own class except for
the the first year.

Individual teachers had
different rules on how they
communicate with distance
students. Lack of configured
rules gave rise to tensions in
the community.

Community

Sarah felt isolated in the
beginning and found it difficult
to communicate with peer
students when they met only in
the big auditoriums in the face-
to-face sessions. She preferred
when students meet in class-size
groups.

That was the way the face-to-
face sessions were planned
when students start their
specialisation. Sarah liked how
the students got to know each
other and work together in
workshops in arts and crafts.
She appreciated the feeling of
personal contact and belonging
to a group.

Teachers gave personal
feedback on assignment in the
face-to-face sessions in arts and
crafts.

Division of labour

Lecturer’s role as professional guides
unclear. It was different how much
freedom students had to elaborate on
the assignments, depending on the
teacher. The role of the lecturer
versus the role of students sometimes
unclear.

Some lecturers kept their distance
from the student teachers confirming
the hierarchical status. Others were
personal and encouraged student
teachers to make personal contact
whenever they felt they need help.
Sarah felt like some lecturers tended
to forget the distance students
because they were busy with the
students on campus. She had the
feeling that it would be better if the
teachers were either teaching in the
distance programme or the on-
campus programme.

Figure 8.5 The activity system of the distance programme with Sarah as subject
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Interrelation of the theoretical and the practical

Sarah’s contributions to the online discussions reflected how she was able to draw on
her experience as a teacher, by bringing what she had learned by practicing as a school
teacher into the community of distance student teachers. An example from the arts and
crafts course showed how her experience became relevant input into the discussion
when she reflected on the theoretical knowledge presented in the course with her

practical experience.

I think it is important that school teachers manage to present all assignments in
diverse ways, using different teaching methods, because we are so extremely
different. What suits me may not suit my best friend at all. One must be careful
that the assignments don’t take too long so the pupils don’t lose interest in them.

I think subject integration is very interesting and all teachers should look into
the possibilities of integrating different subjects. But then it’s how to organize
this sort of work, all teachers fight with a lack of time, right? If there is a will
there is a way.

My opinion is that the national curriculum in arts and crafts is a guideline; it is
far too extensive to be followed exactly (WebCT entry, April 24 2005).

This is an example of how Sarah’s experience of teaching was reflected in her
understanding of how both pupils’ and teachers’ situations in the school restricted what
could be done. As a school-based student teacher she was in a situation to contribute to

the discussion on concepts and theories with her practical perspective.

Digital online tools and teaching and learning methods

Sarah felt that WebCT, used in most courses, was the most important tool for the
distance studies (Figure 8.5). She described its convenience and how teachers were
increasingly taking advantages of its features as well as other affordances of rapidly

developing online technology.

| feel a big difference now in my second year compared to the first year because
now we almost have a classroom with these audio lectures on WebCT. [...] Just
like roughly once a week. [...] It’s also when you have an ADSL connection it
changes a lot, then you can be online on this [WebCT]. It is a much better
connection than the email. You can see what everyone is saying (Interview,
February 2004).

Audio lectures refer to sound files with lectures, normally used alongside PowerPoint
presentations. In addition, students could access course documents and learning

materials as text files and image files, depending on the content of the course, and in a
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few cases video files (Interview, April 2005). In arts and crafts sharing of image files
was much used and Sarah felt that peer students’ contributions were an important

resource for her learning, and in some cases no less important than the teachers’ inputs.

Sarah felt that learning by participating in the discussion on WebCT, using the threaded

discussion platform,was a good way to deal with what the studies demanded.

I think it’s best when we have to read and then submit input on WebCT. Like
now in ethics, for example, we read a chapter and he puts forward a question and
there is a kind of discussion around it (Interview, February 2004).

At the same time she felt it took her a lot of effort to send what she had written to the

discussion panel.

| find it extremely difficult to sit down and write. | write and then | erase it. |
just find it difficult to put something in there (Interview, April 2005).

However, Sarah said she used to enter WebCT regularly and view what peer students
had sent in. It could be seen in her inputs that she was keen on praising their work,
thereby contributing to a good sense of fellowship in the community of distance
students. The importance of WebCT became evident when lecturers did not use it as a

platform in the distance sessions. She recalled how the students reacted in such case:

Then we found it impossible not to have WebCT, where we could talk to each
other, and we felt we needed to, you know (Interview, January 2006).

In addition, student teachers learned to search the Internet, since they were often
supposed to search for and access learning materials there. As a result Sarah
increasingly used Internet searches for her own teaching as well (Interview, February
2004).

Lecturer student communication

Sarah thought that sometimes it was not clear what students could expect from the
lecturers. At times this caused insecurity. For example, it was different how much
freedom students had to elaborate on the assignments. It depended on lecturers, the role
of lecturer versus the role of students sometimes being unclear. Sarah described how
she experienced insecurity when she thought that the teacher gave unclear guidelines,

but at the same time she was critical of her own reactions.

Last year you see it was quite clear how we should do the assignments, but still
had some free choice, she wasn’t saying put a full stop here and here, you know,
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but clear guidelines. And then this year it was remarkable how she was not
nearly as clear. I thought it was really difficult because I didn’t know exactly
what she wanted us to do. But at the same time | thought: Why is it bothering
me, | should be doing this for me and not for her? In the beginning | felt that |
was doing the assignments for her, you know that was the way she wanted it
done, not that’s the way I want to do it. [Later] we know what we are supposed
to do, but at the same time have some control over the process ourselves
(Interview, January 2006).

In spite of her insecurity she was struggling with her role as an agent and independent

student, realizing that she was the one that should be in control of her learning.

However, she was critical of the kind of professional support she got from the lecturers,
depending a lot on individual lecturers who each had their own rules for communicating
with the student teachers. It might be collective or personal feedback, exact or vague
guidelines, and teachers being easy to reach or forgetting the distance students, reasons

for assessment detailed or only a character in numerals.

I think that when you submit an assessment it is not enough to get 8.5. Why did
you get 8.5, why didn’t you get 7, or what? I was handing in a portfolio before
Christmas, and got 8.5, but I don’t know why. Last year I submitted a portfolio
to another teacher, and got 9, but I also got an A4 piece of paper explaining what
| could do better and what was well done. It is necessary so that we can improve
(Interview, January 2006).

Lecturers acting according to different rules, and lack of institutional coordination
sometimes caused tensions in the programme community, both among students and
teachers. Some lecturers kept their distance from the student teachers, emphasizing the
hierarchical status; others were personal and encouraged student teachers to make
personal contact whenever they felt they needed help. Sarah gives two examples:

She answers quickly, you can phone her and you know she is always ready. And
I like it, she explains, this was right but there you did something wrong
(Interview, January 2006).

He was just there at the computer as if he was in the classroom. Answering
immediately and explaining everything very well. There was no trouble. He
always knew what he should do. He was always there and always answering.
[...While with others] you have to wait and wait and maybe something is
forgotten, the assignment gets lost and the same questions are asked again and
again. | notice a big difference (Interview, February 2004).

Sarah felt like some lecturers tended to forget the distance students because they were
busy with the students on campus. She believed that it would be better if the lecturers

were either teaching in the distance programme or the on-campus programme.
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Face-to-face sessions and development of a community

Sarah felt isolated in the beginning and found it difficult to communicate with peer

students when they met only in the big auditoriums in the on-campus sessions.

I think it is because in the first year there were just so many lectures. You can’t
make a connection in such a big group. As soon as we have elected [a
specialisation area] everything changes (Interview, January 2006).

She preferred when students met in class-size groups. That was the way the face-to-face
sessions were planned when students entered the specialisation, normally in the third
year. It is noteworthy how she described the different feeling it gave her to be in a big
auditorium in the academic subjects as compared to the workshops in the arts and crafts.

Look, when you are up there in the academic subjects then you are only a letter
on a computer screen. That’s why it felt it terrific to come here to the arts and
crafts. Then you are a human being and yes — you feel like one. You were
nothing, there was just a group, going to school, going home and then just typed
into a computer, and you were there, just a letter on the computer [...] Also
because you see, we naturally get to know each other.... It felt kind of
encouraging. [...] It is so nice to come to this place I think. Speculate and reflect
on things with someone you know, though of course you don’t really know them
(Interview, January 2006).

In the face-to-face sessions in arts and crafts student teachers brought their assignment
products and continued to work on them in the workshops while the lecturers would
walk around and give them personal feedback. Sarah liked how the students got to know
each other and worked together in workshops in arts and crafts, where she appreciated
the feeling of personal contact and belonging to a group.

When you pick a specialisation a lot of things change. And see, we know exactly
what we have to do, but yes, are kind of more in charge (Interview, January
2006).

Sarah felt that the on-campus, face-to-face sessions held in Reykjavik were sometimes
useless. Taking into account the high cost of travel and valuable time, she felt that the
schedule needed to be better organized. She was concerned about her pupils when she
had to get a substitute teacher to teach her class at home, vulnerable as they were to her
absence. It disturbed the practice of the local schools that the teacher education
institution did not take into account in their planning that student teachers also had their

responsibilities as school teachers.
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8.3.3 Sam’s experience as a distance student

Obiject of the programme activity

Sam felt that the courses in the programme had in general helped him as a teacher,
along with the studies wherein he got more diverse resources to draw on in his teaching.
Sam was enrolled in the ethics course analysed above. In his third year he chose
mathematics as his specialisation (Figure 8.6). He found it difficult to learn mathematics
at a distance and had to postpone some courses as he also had a full teaching position at
home as well as other obligations since he had been an active member of the community
and important in the social life. Six years after he started he had not completed the

programme but was still determined to finish.

In his first year in the programme Sam did his three weeks of practice teaching in
Waterside School, and in his second year he did four weeks in a school situated in
another region, which meant that he had to be away for more than five weeks, including
travel. Sam felt these two sessions of practice teaching had been helpful for him, as he

saw ideal models for teaching as well as examples to avoid.

Interrelation of the theoretical and the practical

Sam felt it was important for the assignments in the programme to be relevant to the
school-based student teachers. Either that they could use them directly or indirectly in
their teaching, or that they supported them as professionals in their community. He
recounted, as an example, an assignment when a student group, all living in the
countryside, were to work on a research project on small schools and their pros and

cons (Interview, January 2005).

There we had to put forward reasons for how the existence of small schools
could be justified, and then we had to mention various issues that suggested it
could be justified. [...] And be able to refer to professionals who are respected
(Interview, January 2005).

As the most experienced teacher in his school at times, Sam had been in the situation of
being a representative for his school in the municipality, and he felt like his studies had

supported him as a professional in these kinds of situations.

207



Mediating tools & practices

Material tools

Teaching methods as conceptual tools

Digital online tools
WebCT as a rule used.
One exception where
there was no platform
for communication at
all. Sam uses the
private mail with
attachments on
WebCT to collaborate
with peer students.
Sam thinks that audio
files with PowerPoint
and explanations using
screenshots, e.g. to
show how to use
Excel, are very
supportive.

The phone used by
students and one
example of a teacher
contacting students by
phone. Sam uses
Internet searches a lot.

Assignments
Participation in
threaded discussion,
writing logbooks
documenting the
learning process;
portfolios handed in for
grading.

Assignments often
relevant to the student
teacher’s reality: e.g
group assignment on
small schools.
Practice teaching:
First year: 3 weeks in
Waterside school.
Second year: 4 weeks
in another region. The
practice teaching
showed both practices
to avoid and models for
good practice.

Lecturer guidance
Online presence and
contribution to discussion
important. One-way
communication
problematic when it was
not followed up by a
discussion. Different rules
on feedback from lecturers
problematic. Displeasure
with online absence of
lecturers. Good guidance
in mathematics both
motivating and supporting
in difficult subject.
Appreciated one lecturer
phoning students
personally, sometimes to
one student as a
representative for a group.
Face-to-face sessions
Many good lectures,
although not all as useful.

Social practices
Group assignments,
working with peer
students in the district
or online.

Working in pairs in
practice teaching.
Schoolmate and a
colleague important
for collaboration and
discussion the first
year. Discussion and
sharing of assignment
outcomes on WebCT.
Disturbing when no
online platform is used
for communication.
Communicating with
peer students in face-
to-face sessions.

Subject

Sam:

School-based student
teacher in his forties.
Married father of three
children, two grown up
and one teenager.
Starting in the
programme fall 2003,
not finished during the
time of fieldwork.

Intended outcome: Qualified teacher with
theoretical knowledge and practical skills and
with primary school teacher certification.

Object

First two years:
diverse general
courses; supportive for
teaching, giving more
diverse resources.
Mathematic as area of
specialisation in third
year. Practice teaching
in two schools.

Systemic institutional factors mediating actions of subjects

Rules

Flexibility in rules allows for
longer or shorter time than the
four years planned for to finish
the degree. Rules on practice
teaching were not adapted to the
school-based student teachers
although exceptions were made.
Sam was critical toward the rule
that two weeks had to be spent on
observing classroom teaching
when students had experience as
teachers. Lack of coordination of
rules regarding roles of students
and lecturers in the programme

have caused tensions.

Community

each other.

Face-to-face sessions important for
personal communication with
lecturers and peers. Important role
in forming a community of students
and lecturers and for preparing
collaboration in the online sessions.
The community of distance students
was supportive; as a rule students
were supposed to communicate
online on the content; students
learned to make personal contacts
and collaborate regardless of where
they lived; in general they gave
personal support and motivated

Division of labour

Lecturer online support
varied. Lack of institutional
rules on the role of distance
teachers and students cause
tensions. One lecturer not
fulfilling own promise of
feedback, another had a
motivating online presence
answering quickly, keen
explaining. One course based
on traditional delivery model
where lecturers looked upon
their role as to send the
students one-way information
without planning discussion.

Figure 8.6 The activity system of the distance programme with Sam as subject
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You have more answers to unexpected questions and things like that. Seeing
more and more angles to point out all the time [...] ... then the question is if
what | said [before] would have been taken as seriously (Interview, January
2005).

However, after the first year in the programme Sam thought that the most important
thing he had learned was the realisation that school is not only preparation for life, but
school is life.

It is always being emphasised to the children that they have to learn addition,
and they have to learn when to use y, to be able to do something when you have
finished school. But they spend ten years in compulsory school, four years in
upper secondary school, five years in university. They are not supposed to live
until after twenty years, when they have learned when to spell y and all this
(Interview, May 2004).

As mentioned before, this turned out to be an eye-opener that changed the way he

thought about pupils’ education as the object of activity in schools.

Digital online tools and teaching and learning methods

The first time | met Sam | interviewed him together with his colleague Emma, who at
the time was also enrolled in the programme. Neither of them stressed the importance of
WebCT, but indicated that they had been very important mates for each other, being
able to discuss and work together on assignments, staying up all night sometimes
(Interview, May 2004). However, when she left both the programme and the school he

acknowledged the importance of the online platform to stay on track (Figure 8.6).

I think there’s no question that it matters to follow things online. I read
everything that comes from others even if it’s a lot, you also learn to scan. [...]

Yes and different information shows up, somebody asking about something, and
then another student maybe knows the area well, and puts in good information
(Interview, April 2005).

I learned a lot from reading questions from the other students and the answers
from the teachers, or guidelines. They often gave hints, not necessarily the
answer (Interview, January 2005).

Sam thought it was very helpful when lecturers recorded their lectures, and made audio
files, usually with PowerPoint. He mentioned the research methods teacher as an
example of using screenshots and recording talk when explaining how to use the
spreadsheet programme Excel. Both in that course, and in oral performance in Icelandic,

lecturers recorded eight to ten lectures during the term, which could be accessed on
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WebCT. Sam also said that he used the Internet a lot to search for additional material

concerning the studies.

Sam talked about how the students used the private mail and attachments on WebCT to
collaborate on text creation when working on group assignments with peer students; in

between they would call each other on the phone.

Yes, one of us wrote something, the other read it through and sent it back and
added some ideas, corrections and comments (Interview, January 2005).

He recalled one exception where the lecturers did not use WebCT as a platform for
communication in the distance sessions. That became problematic since the students felt
they were deprived of support, both from the lecturers and each other, and of the right to
respond to what they had been reading, since they had developed their practice as online

learners by communicating on assignments and texts.

When we attended the later face-to-face session | talked to several students and
it was the same with everybody, nobody had looked at the subject. It was just
put off because there were no obligations to hand anything in. [...] We could
have sent them email but we weren’t working on any assignments or anything.
They sent a letter every ten days, eight in all were distributed. We were only
supposed to read (Interview, January 2005).

Assessment was based on one written final exam, which in this case counted 100% of
the grade for the course. Bit by bit the students decreased their activity and about one
third of the students did not complete the course. This course was, according to Sam, a
deviation from the normal practice in the programme, where students were used to
having obligations, including showing up online and participating in the community of
distance students and teachers. Participation in threaded discussion online had at that
time become the mainstream approach, which meant the course without the use of a

communication platform was unusual.

Lecturer guidance

Sam confirmed the importance of the presence of the lecturers during the online
sessions and how motivating it was for the students when lecturers entered the
discussion in a positive way, giving the students compliments for their contributions,
like the ethics teacher did (Interview, April 2005). He also mentioned the mathematics
teacher for answering both quickly and carefully, and how important that had been in a
subject like that, which is difficult to learn at a distance.
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It was really good and admirable how diligent Christina was about answering.
There were many questions because this was a new kind of mathematics for
many students, and a bit complicated see, and she was good about answering.
Even before the exams you noticed she was there, answering until late on
Saturday and Sunday nights (Interview, April 2005).

Writing logbooks where student teachers were supposed to document their learning
process, and handing in portfolios at the end of the term for grading, had become
normal practice in the programme. Lecturers had different rules about giving feedback
evenly during the process or at the end in form of a grade and a final response. Sam
described an example of how disturbing it was, and how it caused displeasure among
the students, when one of the lecturers did not act according to the rule she had set
herself on feedback before they were supposed to hand in the final portfolio. In actual

fact she did not give any feedback and was impossible to reach.

Several girls have repeatedly sent enquiries and they haven’t even received a
response (Interview, January 2005).

Sam liked the programme in general and praised the lecturers in general for explaining
carefully and being supportive. He mentioned that one lecturer had the habit of
sometimes phoning students personally; if they were working on group assignments he
would call one in the group to discuss their process and support them (Interview, May
2004). On the other hand it was problematic and caused disturbances when the lecturers

were difficult to access and did not keep contact with the distance students.

Face-to-face sessions and development of a community

Sam felt that the face-to-face sessions were important for getting instruction and
mentioned several inspiring lectures, although he did not find not them all as useful.
However, he wanted not least to draw attention to the importance of on-campus sessions
for personal communication with peer students and teachers, their usefulness in
preparing collaboration in the online sessions, and forming a sense of belonging in the

community of the programme.

But it is of considerable importance to meet the other students during breaks and
compare ideas and things. It is just as useful as the teaching (Interview, January
2005).

He explained that distance students had to learn to make personal contacts since they

were supposed to collaborate a lot on assignments in the courses, regardless of where
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they live. In addition he felt that the community of distance students was important for

personal support and motivation.

8.4 Analysis of development of learning and teaching in the distance programme

When student teachers entered the distance programme their first challenge was to learn

how to function as students in the programme.

Much like going to work in any complex institution, going to school is an
exercise in trying to make sense of what is going on (Engestrom, 2008, p. 86).

Davydov (1999b) claims that educational activities are fundamentally different from
other activities in that their goal and outcomes is a change in the subject, not the object
on which the subjects are acting like in other kind of activities (Chapter 3.3.2).
However, learning to function as distance students was a prerequisite for, or intertwined
with, learning to develop academic understanding of curriculum content, which was
expected to change them as individuals and make them better qualified to be school

teachers.

In the following the expansive learning cycle (Figure 4.1) will be used for directing
analysis of the learning trajectories of distance student teachers in general as interacting
with development of the distance teacher education programme (Figure 8.7). The aim of
the analysis is to make sense of the situation in terms of ‘learning actions’ taken by the
student teachers when dealing with problems and challenging situations as participants
in the distance programme (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010, p. 11). The trajectories of the
student teachers have been followed through the expansive cycle in order to trace how
they learnt to participate and function in the programme. The aim is to develop an
understanding of the kinds of challenges that student teachers were faced with (the dark
gray boxes in the figure) and what kind of support they were able to use (the light gray
boxes in the figure) when taking actions for developing their practice and learning to be

distance students (Figure 8.7).

The analysis is based on the experiences of Lilith, Sarah and Sam on the one hand, and
the three online courses traced in the spring 2005 on the other. The expansive learning
cycle is meant to reveal the zone of proximal development for the programme on a
system level through the interaction of student teachers and university lecturers as

actors contributing to the development of the programme by their actions of teaching
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and learning. The analysis is expected to provide generalizations in the form of
intermediate concepts which could 