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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to investigate the effects of the educator study group
model on the professional development of teachers of mainstream elementary
classrooms. The study was designed as a case study composed of two stages. In the
first stage, an educator study group of four teachers was formed. In the second stage,
the teachers in the first stage formed new groups and 12 teachers joined these three
groups. Data were collected through interviews, meeting records, researcher and
participant dairies, need-analysis forms and surveys. Data were analyzed both during
and after the procedure in a cyclical fashion. According to the findings, it was found
that teachers in the educator study group gained both knowledge and experience on
the topics they chose to study in their group, showed active collaboration throughout
the intervention, made to some extent in class accommodations and developed skills
in meeting their professional development needs.

Keywords: Professional development, Inclusive education, Educator study groups,
Action research

INTRODUCTION

The changes in work life mainly caused by economical and technological innovations lead to
changes in educational systems. The proficiencies expected from workers also changed in the
2000s. Nowadays, individuals in the labor force are expected to contribute to production
quality, collaborate with colleagues, express themselves in various ways, solve problems, as
well as get an understanding and use of technology. It can be seen that the changes in the
proficiencies expected from the labor force have influenced certain changes in the
educational services provided to these individuals (Dogan, 1999).

The rapid changes in personnel preparation programs as well as societies it seems reasonable
to claim that it is nearly impossible to train teachers equipped with all the necessary
professional knowledge and skills. Therefore, teachers are to find different ways and methods
to keep their professional skills up to date and follow the newest trends throughout their
careers. Activities which meet the changing professional requirements of teachers are called
“professional development activities”. Parallel to the changes in the needs of societies,
changes in professional development activities and approaches can also be seen. These
changing demands in the profession can be considered to be accomplished with the active
participation of teachers themselves. Providing education, professional development, on-the-
job experiences to teachers as well as taking their contributions into consideration are
believed to be quite crucial for supporting these changing needs (Herner and Higgins, 2000;
Murphy, 1992).

* The paper in hand is based on PhD thesis of author.
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In this study, the Educator Study Group, one of the models for professional development for
teachers, was used due to its good fit for meeting the professional development needs of
teachers. The Educator Study Group is a learning community in which teachers meet in order
to arrive at solutions for their common interests and problems and to gain relevant new
information. This group can be formed by a researcher or an administrator as well as by
teachers themselves in accordance with their interests and needs. The most important point in
forming an educator study group is that the topic be of common interest or be determined by
the teachers themselves (Herner& Higgins, 2000; Murphy, 1992). Therefore, once a group is
formed, a needs analysis should be at the top of the agenda in order to determine the needs
and problems of the teachers (Herner, et al., 2000; Richardson, 2001).

Professional development is an important need for the development and achievement of
students as well as an important support for teachers. Professional development is considered
to be very crucial in teachers’ job satisfaction, success and carrying out instruction based on
scientific facts (Billingsley, 2004). For example, in their study, Buckley, Schneider and
Shang (2005) found that teachers needed to improve themselves once they begin working. In
Turkey, it is seen that teachers’ professional development cannot go beyond the traditional
in-service training approach and that the available in-service training opportunities are scarce
(Ersoy, 2005; Kiiciikahmet, 1978). It is observed that teachers continue their profession with
knowledge and skills attained during pre-service. Therefore research and practice on new
professional development models for in-service teachers can be considered a necessity in
Turkey.

In general, the professional development of teachers both in general and special education is
not supported effectively within the context of traditional models and thus there seems to be
a need for new approaches and models (Kiigitkahmet, 1978).The success of mainstreaming
rests on the provision of professional development opportunities of teachers so that teachers
can keep up with the modern trends and put their theoretical knowledge into practice. Thus,
the professional development opportunities provided to teachers should include the newest
approaches and models of professional development.

This study designed for improving general education teachers’ development, the most
important factor for the achievement of mainstream, most effectively through educator study
group model. The findings were considered to bring important contributions to professional
development of teachers working in mainstreaming classes, the active participation of
teachers in program revisions and educational reforms as well as the use of different
approaches for the professional development of teachers in Turkey. The main purpose of this
study was to determine the outcomes teachers obtained through the educator study group
model. Within this framework, the professional development activities teachers were
involved in, how effective these activities were and to what extent teachers achieved success.
The following questions were posed in the light of this purpose.

1. How is an applicable educator study group accomplished?

2. What are the knowledge and skills that the participant teachers gained, regarding the
topics they chose for studying in the group?

3. How did the participant teachers collaborate during the educator study group?

4. How did the teachers’ use of the educator study group model for meeting their
professional development needs show progress through the course of the study?

Considering the importance of professional development of teachers nowadays, practicing
the educator study group as well as other professional development models is quite crucial.
The authors postulated that the educator study group used in this study would contribute to
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the professional development of teachers and yield important implications for future research
and practice.

METHOD

Action research is the process of thinking about what has and could have been done in order
to determine the current problem-situation, act on that determined problem, reflect on the
action taken and determine why that action was better (McNiff, Gendy& Elliot, 2001). An
action research is a practical way of the researcher’s examining his own study in order to see
whether the action taken is as it is desired (McNiff, 2002).

Educational action research is a systematic study carried out by the teacher in order to design
and change further practices. This study is carried out upon the questions related to the
educational questions in terms of setting, students and the school at first hand (Ferrance,
2000).

In this study, the educator study group model was investigated through a school based action
research study, a design among qualitative research methods.

Setting

The study was conducted at a low SES school in Mamak, Ankara. Two different settings
were used for study group meeting in the implementation of the study. The first one was
technology class which was on the fourth floor of the school and the second one was project
room which was on the second floor.

Participants

The participants of the study were four individuals working as 5™ grade teachers at the school
while one was also the school’s vice principal. In the second phase of the study, 12 teachers
of 1%, 2™ and 3™ grade students joined the study. Their work experience ranged from 7 to 21
years. Two of the teachers graduated from teacher training high schools, six from Educational
Institutions and three from fields other than an elementary education undergraduate program.
The group consisted of nine males and seven females. Finally, all participants had at least one
mainstreamed student in their classrooms. All participants gave informed consent to
participate in the study.

The researcher was a research assistant and a doctoral student specialized in “education of
individuals with special needs in regular educational settings”. Her roles in the study were
forming the study groups, determining the needs, providing materials for the group, planning
and leading the group in the first stages of the study and archiving and analyzing the data.
While she played an active role during the first meetings, she gradually became less active in
order to let teachers carry out the professional development activities independently.

Data Collection

Data collection took place before, during and after the intervention phase. Forms, surveys,
dairies and meeting recordings were also used for triangulation. Forms were composed of 3
groups as needs analysis form, course evaluation form and educator study group dairy form.
Surveys were also used for data gathering and composed of two groups of surveys as semi-
structured teachers’ interviews survey and educator study group survey.

Another data collection tool in this study was “Dairy”. In the study, two types of dairies were
kept. The first one was the researcher dairy which was kept by the researcher and the other
one was participant dairies which were kept by the teachers participating in the study. Voice
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and video recordings were also collected in order to better record the data and provide more
data in addition to educator study group meetings and teachers’ views.

Data Analysis

Data collection and analysis took place simultaneously throughout the study. This procedure
made the determination of upcoming strengths and weaknesses during the sessions possible
which made way for effective session by session planning through the data sources such as
the teachers’ diaries and needs analysis forms, all the data were constantly analyzed,
compared and grouped under themes.

The Validity and Reliability of the Study

In maintaining the validity of the study stage, this study was conducted with so few
participants that the researcher could control. Action research aims at determining the current
situation or planning, implementation and evaluation for a better situation. In order to
maintain the reliability in the study, the collected data were also followed by the thesis
committee in terms of reliability and an analysis process was accomplished through
feedbacks. At the end of the study, the interview transcriptions and semi-structured surveys
were all collected and the analysis procedure started. In data analysis, the processes of
educator study group meetings were presented after evaluating the data in terms of research
questions and procedure. The data obtained were confirmed by the teachers in educator study
group. Moreover, two educators were consulted at this stage and they were asked to see the
data without knowing the names of the participants and they were asked whether the data
were presented clearly or not.

Different sources of data were used for being objective and these were presented in the
findings comparatively. Thesis committee and experts were also consulted in the stages of
data collection, analysis and reporting for the external reliability.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
How could an Applicable Educator Study Group Model be accomplished?

The findings showed that the group process may not work well when the group size
increases. It was observed that in a group with more than 6 members, the members did not
get enough opportunities to speak and thus an efficient discussion platform could not be
formed. Then group reorganized for the next meeting. Despite different views on the proper
number of participants in educator study groups, the suggested number of members is
between 4 and 6 and these studies claim that otherwise, participants deviate from the topic of
focus, the discussions are not well understood, and members get limited opportunities to
express themselves (Arbaugh, 2003; Boggs, 1996; Herner, et al., 2000; Murphy, 1992;
Murphy, 1999; Rosenstein, 2002).

Voluntary participation was a critical issue in this study, since for literature (Birchak, et al.,
1998; Herner, et al., 2000; Sanacore, 1993) shows that educators and teachers taking
responsibility in determining professional development activities and topics in accordance
with their own needs and interests increased the effectiveness and efficiency of the
intervention on behalf of the participants.

The first step in the educator study group is determining the problem. The issues considered
as the problem by the group members are determined through forms and discussions in
literature. In this study, “needs analysis forms” were used in order to determine the problem
and teachers were asked to “discuss” for determining the most important issue of the
previously determined topics for themselves.
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In this issue, a complete consistency with the literature was accomplished and the group
needs were determined (Herner, et al., 2000; Richardson, 2001). The determination of needs
is seen as an important step for teacher attendance to the groups, participation in group
discussions and developing themselves (Birchak, et al., 1998; Boggs, 1996; Herner, et al.,
2000; Murphy, 1992; Roberts, 2003; Sanacore, 1993; Strickland, 2001).

It is mentioned in the literature that if the topic is too specific or narrow in scope, when the
topic is determined at the end of needs analysis, groups undergo a vicious circle; however, if
the topic is too broad, then motivation decrease and it will be a waste of time to narrow down
the topic (Birchak, et al., 1998; Jenlink & Kinnucan-Welsch, 2001). In this study, the study
groups could plan on the determined topics once more. They were also able to take initiative
in modifying the process through determining their own subtitles.

After deciding on a topic to work on, the time and place of the meetings came into question
during the planning phase. Related literature does not state a specific place for educator study
group meetings. Teacher preferences regarding setting generally showed that teachers did not
state critical problems related to the issue; however when asked, stated several preferences.
For example, they preferred large settings, warmer settings during cool weather and
technologically equipped settings whenever equipment was required during the meetings. It
was also noted that their preference for the project room showed that heating and lighting of
the setting were important for the participants (Researcher Diary, 30.12.2004, p.37;
06.01.2004, p. 40; Birchak, et al., 1998).

In the literature, it is seen that a specific time is spared for teachers’ professional
development activities according to the schools or the districts and that the time schedule for
such activities such as the educator study group meetings is totally up to the group members.
In this study, teachers did not prefer to hold meetings during after school hours; and stated
that they could only spare time during lunch breaks. Study group meetings could be hold
during class hours and they can be scheduled as substitute hours where substitute teachers do
class work with students or as parents picking up their children an hour earlier than usual
(Arbaugh, 2003; Corcoran, 1995; Fisher, 2000; Meyer, 1995; Meyer, 1996; Murphy 1999).
Therefore the findings of the study point to the fact that the Ministry of National Education’s
providing opportunities with teachers as alternatives to the traditional in-service trainings
might be quite important.

Another issue that should not be ignored is that each educator study group has its unique
conditions, structure and process and therefore every study group can be considered a unique
entity of its own (Meyer, 1996; Murphy, 1999; Weaver, Calliari & Rentsch, 2004), differing
according to region, culture and/or group as supported by literature (Fisher, 2000; Murphy,
1992; Murphy, 1999; Lefever-Davis, Wilson, Moore, Kent & Hopkins, 2003; Birchak, et al.,
1998).

The variables involved in the process of educator study groups (selection of the participants,
needs analysis, meeting time and setting schedules, conducting the meetings and evaluating
the outcomes) observed in this study were observed to be parallel with the literature. It was
also found to be important that the meeting place should be chosen according to weather
conditions and the time of the meetings should be scheduled at a time other than lunch
breaks.

What are the Knowledge and Skills the Participants Acquired on the Topic That They
Chose to Study on?

The findings of the study showed that teachers gained the knowledge and skills on the topic
they determined to study on. The knowledge and skills that teachers gained about the
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subtopics they discussed on were listed as follows: student-centered education, guiding
students in group work, peer support, the importance of using instructional materials,
increasing class participation of mainstreamed and at-risk students through planning and
intervention, planning according to the environment, classroom and the students, planning
and sharing classroom experiences. When teachers were asked to summarize the changes
they observed in their students, they claimed these changes to be being able to give and take
criticism, putting effort for improvement, increase in motivation and class participation
following group work, writing reports, listening, analyzing what they have listened, group
work, joining a group, evaluating what they learned and wanted to learn and studying in an
organized and planned way. It was seen that although teachers did not make sustainable
changes in classroom activities and routines regarding the topics of focus in the groups, they
displayed certain professional improvement by making changes in such discussed subtopics
as instruction and student needs.

Despite the gains put forward by the first educator study group participants, it was not
possible to get them to prepare their own yearly unit plans and lesson plans. During the
interviews, the teachers stated that a collective decision with the colleagues was made on
using the plans from the unit journals, plan books or the Internet. The teachers claimed that
the main reason for such a decision was the inspectors’ focusing on the format of the paper
work rather than the quality of instruction. Professional development is a process of
renovation. This renewing oneself takes time, effort and changing ideas; and the needs of a
study group may be considered a basis for renovation in that study group. The reconstruction
of the roles and relationships among the teachers is required and can be taken as a form of
organizational development (Boggs, 1996; Murphy, 1992; Murphy, 1999; Sanacore, 1993;
Weaver et al., 2004).

Although planning instruction was one of the study groups’ gains mentioned by the
participants, the teachers in the first groups did not prefer to use their knowledge and skills
for planning instruction. Again, the reason for this was the presence of ready-made plans in
the books and on the Internet and that the inspectors were “okay with it”. In addition, they
were shown as examples for other teachers when they prepared original lesson plans, and
unfortunately exposed to the reactions of other teachers. With the new elementary school
curriculum mandated in the 2005-2006 school year and the Ministry of National Education
Guidelines for the Changes in the Instructions Related to Carrying out Educational Activities
which was published in 2575 numbered Communiques Journal in August, 2005, the use of
published teacher guidebooks rather than individual instruction planning were encouraged.
From this point of view, although teachers recognized lesson planning as the main problem
in group studies and stated that the plans should be prepared by teachers, the legislation
seems to be a critical factor underlying the negative attitudes developed by the teachers.

During the time of the study, teachers were observed to have made accommodations in
classroom activities. These included instructional planning for students with special needs,
developing materials and tailoring instruction to the individual characteristics of students.
Teachers also gained knowledge and skills on feeding individualized plans for students with
special needs into whole group lesson plans, designing teaching materials according to
student needs, individualizing instruction and assessing students on an individualized level.
Despite these findings, longitudinal studies on professional development must be
recommended in order to observe the meaningful changes that teachers make during practice
over tume.
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How did the Participant Teachers Collaborate Through Participation Throughout the
Educator Study Group Process?

Although the educator study group members knew each other and worked together in the
study, they hesitated in sharing their practices, experiences and problems during the first
meetings. The presence of a video camera, an outsider (the researcher) and an administrator
could be mentioned as a potential reason for this. In the following meetings, a dramatic
increase in communication and sharing of classroom experiences on behalf of teachers in all
study groups was observed. Also, as teachers became more and more familiar with the
process, they began to turn to the camera and make jokes, felt more comfortable while talking
and taking turns. In addition, as the frequency of interactions increased, teachers got to know
each other and the researcher more and got accustomed to the group process (Researcher
diary, 23.12.2003, p. 30; 26.12.2003, p. 34; Teacher Interviews, p. 9). It should be noted that
these findings show similarity with related literature claiming that teachers began to get more
active within a relatively secure social platform (Birchak, et al., 1998; Kelly, West & Dee,
2001; Murphy, 1992; Roberts, 2003; Rosenstein, 2002; Tichenor & Heins, 2000).

Due to the aforementioned reasons, the interactions, participation and sharing of the teachers
were limited in the first stages of the study. In literature, it was stated that educator study
groups were more cautious, did not share and participate in the interactions very
determinately in the first stages. The studies also support the views that group members do
not interact with each other until they know each other and a social platform is created
(Birchak, et al., 1998; Meyer, 1995, 1996; Murphy, 1992; Tichenor, et al., 2000; van
Broekhuizen and Dougherty, 1999; Weaver, et al., 2004). Group members’ trusting each
other and knowing each other is shown as a requirement for the increase in sharing.

Although there were some problems in attendance during the first meetings, resulting in
postponement, once they were motivated to learn and share, teachers began to attend the
groups regularly. One of the most important factors believed to affect this motivation was the
group leader. The proficiencies of the group leader are to have people with different
knowledge and skill levels leave the meeting with certain gains, to make them eager to
participate again, to have enough knowledge and skills to contribute to others, to sensitively
listen to others, to respect differences and to do this persuasively, to empathize with others
and to make others empathize with one another and to organize the whole process. The most
important thing is “to make somebody who is different from you in terms of age, knowledge,
skill and personality accept you as who you are” (Jenlink, et al., 2001; van Broekhuizen, et
al., 1999). As far as this study is concerned, the researcher was thought to have possessed
similar proficiencies as a leader.

How Did the Participant Teachers’ Skills for Using the Educator Study Group Model
Develop for Meeting Their Professional Development Needs at the End of the Study?

In forming the secondary study groups, teachers who were to lead the groups got the chance
to choose the group with which they would lead. Their preferences were mainly based on the
fact that they wanted to lead participants who would be teaching the same grade level in the
following school year for they aimed to recall the required information and make related
preparations for the following year.

Once groups began to work, the leaders of the two groups felt the need for the researcher’s
support in the first stages where their roles began to get mixed with the researcher’s. This led
the teachers to focus on the researcher rather than the group leader. The main reason for this
was considered to be the fact that teachers were mostly accustomed to an “expert” in
professional development activities while considering themselves as passive learners.
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However, in the following sessions the teachers began to carry out the discussions on their
own and the researcher’s role in the groups began to get more passive, a finding expected by
the researcher.

It was observed that the teacher leading the second grade teachers had a fine authority within
the group, resulting in the group members not considering the researcher as the leader. This
study group mostly discussed issues among themselves and they took charge of the group
process. Feedback received from these participants included opinions regarding the
researcher to be more active and participative in guiding and informing the group. The
teachers stated that the researcher should be the major person in providing information to
group members. Later however, the members understood that the aim of this group was to
discuss, share and find solutions together and not to listen to some presentation, which was an
expected finding consistent with the literature (Birchak, et al., 1998; Herner, et al., 2000;
Meyer, 1996; Weaver et al., 2004).

Literature shows that educator study groups are more effective in professional development
activities compared to traditional approaches where teachers gain several knowledge and
skills and get a chance to practice them rather than just receiving plain information from an
outsider. Accordingly another important opinion of teachers was that they felt more
comfortable in educator study groups than in traditional in-service training activities, they got
more information and they could put their gains into practice. They also mentioned that they
felt more comfortable; they realized the effectiveness of a study group through their increased
self-confidence, their students’ increased eagerness to learn and through sharing their
problems with colleagues and seeing that these problems were common in other classrooms.

Prior to the intervention phase of the study, it was thought that the determined research topic
was quite crucial for the educational system in Turkey based upon the literature review and
observations in the in-service training sessions the researcher attended. However, during the
implementation, it was seen that this topic was more important than it was thought and in-
service trainings were among the most important factors that affected the achievement of the
educational system. In traditional in-service trainings, it was noted that the expected gains
were not achieved because of the fact that teachers were passive learners and the knowledge
was not put into practice. The opinions of the teachers and the researcher were in favor of the
fact that the educator study group model and similar models would be more effective and
productive in in-service training programs.

Educator Study Groups From the Eyes of the Researchers

Only when an outsider participant examines and plans certain accommodations for the school
and the teachers, can s/he be a useful resource and guide for the school and the staff. For
schools to undergo change, a change where teaching and learning of teachers occurs
simultaneously, their active participation as constructors of the change process is crucial. The
role of the outsider researcher should be the “learner” with the teachers. This gathering and
intervention procedure is more difficult than traditional information providing models. The
main reason for this is that it is quite difficult to foresee the conditions and create an
environment based on trust and understanding.

The purpose of the outsider expert should not be to impose facts and evaluate the teachers’
knowledge and skills based on these facts. It is important that s/he learn with the teachers and
share what s/he learns. The group environment should be organized in such a way that the
researcher can share his expertise/knowledge with others through cooperative learning and
non-aversive discussions. In this process, what the outsider learns is as important as what the
group members learn (Meyer, 1996; Herner, et al., 2000; Jenlink, et al., 2001).

Copyright © 2013 SAVAP International [UAVALE TG ETER-ENET el JeH 0] ¢
www.savap.org.pk 531



ISSN-L: 2223-9553, ISSN: 2223-9944
Vol. 4 No. 4 July 2013 Academic Research International

In addition to group session plans, other factors such as sharing of personal issues played a
role in the socialization of the group members and building a trustworthy working
environment. Familial issues such as the death or illness of a relative and problems with
siblings were among the major personal issues that groups frequently came across and were
shared among members during or between study group sessions. These problems however
did not have any negative effects on the group process and actually played an important role
in building communication and trust among the members. In addition, conversations grew
more solution-oriented and the group activities were run as planned. Such personal issues are
also depicted in the literature (for example, Meyer, 1996) where it is believed that these
should in time be discussed during sessions.

CONCLUSION

This study revealed important findings regarding the educator study groups’ contribution to
teachers’ professional and social development, an idea shared by the researcher and the
teacher participants.

According to the results of this study, the educator study group model may be successful
within the framework of current conditions. The findings could be developed and innovations
could be achieved about the teachers’ professional development and this might contribute to
the achievement of educational implications in Turkey. As in all fields, lifelong learning is
important in the teaching profession. It is thought that the longitudinal version of this study
and the comparison of this model with different professional development models would be
important for the teacher of elementary grade students with and without special needs. Within
the scope of lifelong learning, the professional development of teachers should be “school
based”; and this is important both for the success of education and school improvement.
Finally, it would be safe to say that there is a need for further studies on other popular
professional development models.
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