Chapter (6)    Understanding Classroom Dynamics: The Critical Incident Questionnaire

From: S.D. Brookfield  Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995.

In this chapter I want to describe in detail one particular method for finding out how students are experiencing their learning and your teaching.  I have chosen to devote a whole chapter to this one approach - the critical incident questionnaire - because it is the one that has most helped me see my practice through students' eyes.  Critical incidents are brief descriptions of vivid happenings that for some reason people remember as being significant (Tripp, 1993; Woods, 1993).  For students, every class contains such moments and teachers need to know what these are.  The critical incident questionnaire helps us embed our teaching in accurate information about students' learning that is regularly solicited and anonymously given.  It is a quick and revealing way to discover the effects your actions are having on students and to find out the emotional highs and lows of their learning.  Using the critical incident questionnaire gives you a running commentary on the emotional tenor of each class you deal with.

How the Critical Incident Questionnaire Works
The critical incident questionnaire (referred to from this point on by its initials, the C.I.Q.) is a single page form that is handed out to students once a week at the end of the last class you have with them that week.  It comprises five questions, each of which asks students to write down some details about events that happened in the class that week.  Its purpose is not to ask students what they liked or didn't like about the class.  Instead it gets them to focus on specific, concrete happenings.  

The form that students receive has a top sheet and a bottom sheet divided by a piece of carbon paper.  This allows the student to keep a carbon cope of whatever she has written.  Five questions are asked on the form with space beneath each question for the student to write a response.  The form is reproduced in figure (1).

                                              Insert Figure (1) About Here

Students are given the last five to ten minutes of the last class of the week to complete this form.  As they leave the room I ask them to leave the top sheet of the critical incident form on a chair or table by the door, face downwards, and to take the bottom carbon copy with them.  The reason I ask them to keep a copy is because at the end of the semester they are expected, as part of their assigned course work, to hand in a summary of their respones.  This summary is part of the participant learning portfolio described in the previous chapter that documents what and how students have learned during the semester.  The portfolio item dealing with the C.I.Q. asks for a content analysis of major themes that emerged in students' responses over the semester.  It also asks for a discussion of the directions for future learning that these responses suggested.  Consequently, students know it's in their own best interests to complete these questionnaires as fully as possible each week because they will gain credit for an analysis of them later in the term.

For critical incident questionnaires to be taken seriously by students it is crucial that a convincing case be made for using them.  In my course outlines I describe how the method works and justify its use by saying that it will make the course a better experience for learners.  As students read the syllabus they know that inquiry into, and public discussion of, their experiences as learners will be a regular part of the course.  At the first class I explain why I use critical incidents and how they help me make the class more responsive to students' concerns. I also mention how much students will find out about themselves as learners by completing the form.  

I try to give convincing examples from earlier courses of how critical incident responses alerted me to confusions or ambiguities that otherwise could have caused serious problems for students.  I let them know that what I found out caused me to change my teaching.  I also point out that completing the C.I.Q.'s each week helps students build up important material for the assessed participant learning portfolio.  If possible, at the first class meeting I assemble a panel of former students to talk about their experiences as learners when they took the course.  One theme I ask panel members to address is their perceptions of the advantages and drawbacks of the C.I.Q.

Analysing and Responding to Data from the C.I.Q.
After I have collected the C.I.Q. responses at the end of the last class each week I read through them looking for common themes.  This activity usually takes no more than twenty minutes.  The bus ride from the campus to my house takes about 17 minutes and usually, between getting on the bus and arriving at my stop, I have made a reasonably accurate analysis of the chief clusters of responses.  I look for comments that indicate problems or confusions, particularly if they are caused by my actions.  Anything contentious is highlighted, as is anything that needs further clarification.  These comments become the basis for the questions and issues I address publicly the next time we're together.  

At the start of the first class of the next week I spend ten to fifteen minutes reporting back to students a summary of the chief themes that emerged in their responses.  Sometimes I type up a one or two page summary and leave copies of this on students' chairs for them to read as they come in.  At other times I give a verbal report.  If students have made comments that have caused me to change how I teach, I acknowledge this and explain why the change seems worth making.  I try also to clarify any actions, ideas, requirements or exercises that seem to be causing confusion.  Criticisms of my actions are reported and discussed.  If contentious issues have emerged we talk about how these can be negotiated so that everyone feels heard and respected.  Quite often students write down comments expressing their dislike of something I am insisting they do.  When this happens I know that I must take some time to re-emphasize why I believe the activity is so important and to make the best case I can about how it contributes to students' long term interests.  Even if I have said this before, and written it in the syllabus, the critical incident responses alert me to the need to make my rationale explicit once again.  

Using the C.I.Q. doesn't mean that I constantly change everything I'm doing because students tell me they don't like it.  We all have non-negotiable elements to our agendas that define who we are and what we stand for.  To throw them away as a result of students' opinions, would undercut our identities as teachers.  For example, I won't give up my agenda to get students to think critically, even if they all tell me that they want me to stop doing this.  I will be as flexible as I can in negotiating how this agenda is realized, but I won't abandon it.  I'll ask students to suggest different ways they might show me that they're thinking critically.  I'll also vary the pace at which I introduce certain activities and exercises to take account of students' hostility, inexperience or unfamiliarity with this process.  But for me to abandon the activity that defines who I am as a teacher would mean that I ceased to have the right to call myself a teacher.  So if students use their C.I.Q. responses to express a strong opinion that challenges what you're trying to do, or how you're trying to do it, you owe it to them to acknowledge this criticism.  In so doing you need to make your own position known, to justify it, and to negotiate alternative ways of realizing your aims.  But you don't owe it to them to abandon entirely your rationale for teaching. 

Advantages of Critical Incident Questionnaires
I am such a strong advocate of C.I.Q.'s because of the clear benefits their use confers.  Let me describe these briefly in turn.

1. They Alert Us To Problems Before They Are Disasters
I have always prided myself on my conscientious use of the troubleshooting period to create a safe opportunity for students to make public anything that is troubling them.  I regularly invite them to speak up during these periods about anything they find problematic, unfair, ambiguous, confusing, or unethical about the course or with my teaching.  These invitations are frequently met with silence and with serried ranks of benign smiling faces.  Not surprisingly, I used to interpret this to mean that things were going along just fine.  Indeed, it seemed at times that students were a little tired of this heavy handed attempt by yours truly to appear fair and responsive.  So you can imagine my suprise, hurt and anger when I would receive end of course written evaluations from students that decribed how my course was of no real use to them, uninspiringly taught, and a waste of their time.  I had given them ample opportunity to say these things to me earlier and had assured them I wanted to know about any problems they had so we could work on fixing them.  Why had no-one spoken out?  

This scenario of silent, smiling happy faces during troubleshooting periods followed by 'take no prisoners' final evaluations happened enough times that I resolved to find a way to detect early on in a course any smouldering resentments students felt.  If I knew about them soon enough I could address them before they built up to a volcanic proportions.  Using C.I.Q.'s has helped me do this very effectively.  My teaching has certainly not been without its problems, some of them very serious ones, but I have stopped being taken by surprise when these emerged.

What causes the silent smiling faces of the scenario described above is the power differential that students recognize exists between themselves and their teachers.  Because of this differential students are understandably reluctant to voice misgivings and criticisms to people who exercise substantial influence (through the awarding of grades) over their career destinies and their self-concepts.  This is as true for teachers who make repeated avowals of their commitment to democratic practice, as it is for those who seem more traditionally authoritarian.  However, if their anonymity is assured, students are much more likely to write down details of whatever is bothering them.  Without this anonymity students are not comfortable voicing their misgivings, fears and criticisms.  They know the risks that doing this entails and most of them have learned to keep quiet for fear of upsetting someone who has power over them.

Using C.I.Q.'s helps teachers detect early on in a course any serious problems that need addressing before they get out of hand.  The C.I.Q. provides a direct, unfiltered account of students' experiences that is free from the distortions usually caused by the power dynamic between teacher and taught.   C.I.Q.'s are particularly helpful in providing teachers with accurate information about the extent and causes of resistance to learning.  They also make us aware of situations in which our expectations about appropriate teaching methods and content are not meshing with those held by students.  In my own teaching C.I.Q.'s give me good information about students' readiness for a particular learning activity.  This, in turn, helps me avoid pushing them too quickly or too slowly.  They also help me curb my tendency to equate silence with mental inertia.  Let me explain. 

Many times in the middle of giving a lecture I have one of those "Beam me up Scotty" moments.  This usually happens when I sense from students' body language that I've lost them.  They're looking at the table, at the ceiling, out of the window - anywhere else but at me.  Faced with this lack of eye contact I feel a rising sense of panic.  So I stop and ask students if there's anything I can clarify or if they have any questions about what I've just said.  When my invitation is met with silence I feel demoralized and glumly conclude that the session has been wasted.  After all, didn't their blank expressions and muteness prove they had no idea what I was talking about ?  Yet many times after such occasions I have been surprised and relieved to read in students' critical incident responses how moments in the lecture were the most engaging moments of the class, or how comments I made during the presentation were particularly affirming. 

2. They Encourage Students to be Reflective Learners
A second advantage of the C.I.Q. lies in its encouragement of student reflection.  When the instrrument is first introduced into a class, students sometimes find the activity of completing the five questions on the form to be somewhat artificial, a going through of some not very convincing motions.  Over time, however, they start to notice patterns emerging in their own emotional responses to learning.  They tell me that as they go through a course they have pedagogic 'out of body' experiences.  By weeks five or six of the course they are in the habit of hovering above themselves and studying the ways they react to different situations.  Throughout each class meeting they start to jot down notes about critical events and their reactions to these as they occur.  They want to make sure they include these on their C.I.Q. sheet when the class finishes an hour or so later.    

3.  They Build a Case for Diversity in Teaching
Invariably, when teachers report back to students the spread of responses to the last week's classes, a predictable diversity emerges.  One cluster of students writes that the most engaged moments for them were during the small group activity.   Typical comments are 'I could recognize what others were saying', 'I learned something important from a group member', 'I felt my voice was being listened to'.  This same group of people often report that the most distancing moments were experienced during my presentation.  They write that 'I couldn't see the point of the lecture', 'what you said didn't seem to make sense to me', 'I'd had a long day and was fighting to stay awake'.  

Another cluster of responses says exactly the opposite.  To these students the most engaged moments in class were experienced during the instructor's presentation.  Typical comments are 'What you spoke about related directly to me', 'I enjoy hearing what you think about this', 'I really benefit from having things laid out in front of me'.  This same group usually reports that for them the most distancing moments happened in the small group exercise: 'We got off task', 'An egomaniac dominated our discussion', ' One man felt it was the duty of the rest of us to solve his problems'.  Again, in picking out affirming actions, one cluster of responses might summarize people's favorable reactions to a teacher's self-disclosure.  Another cluster of responses might report this as too discomorting or irrelevant.  One student wrote about a recent class of mine "Your willingness to be open with us is wonderful.  It makes me feel like being open in return".  Another wrote 'Too much psychoanalysis, not enough content - 90 per cent of our class is personal disclosure and only 10 per cent is critical rigor'.  

As I read out these responses at the beginning of each new week, students often comment on their diversity.  They laugh as they hear how eight people picked out the small group experience as the most engaged moment and how another eight reported the same activity as the most distancing or confusing episode in the class.  They say to me that they hadn't realized how the same things could be experienced so differently by various students in the class.  Then we talk about the concept of learning styles or situated cognition and about the ways that culture, history and personality structure how events are experienced.  Seeing a diversity of responses emerge every week gives a drama and embeddeness to the idea that different people learn differently.  

Each week I emphasize that my recognition of theis diversity lies behind my own efforts to use a range of teaching methods and materials.  The important thing about this is that I ground my use of different methods in students' reports of their own experiences as learners in my courses.  I could write in my syllabus, and explain at the opening class, that because different people learn differently I intend to use different approaches.  But saying this would mean little to students who believe that everyone else learns the way they do.  But when they hear, week after week, how people sitting next to them have a completely different reaction to what goes on in class, the reason why I use a variety of approaches starts to make sense.

4.  They Build Trust
The C.I.Q. can play an important role in building trust between students and teachers.  Students say that the experience of having their opinions, reactions and feelings solicited regularly, and addressed publicly, is one that is crucial to their coming to trust a teacher.  They say they are used to filling out evaluations at the end of courses, but that they view this activity as artificial and meaningless since they never see any benefits from their efforts.  They know that their comments might change what a teacher does with another group in the future, but this has little importance to them.  

However, with the weekly C.I.Q.'s students wait expectantly at the start of each new week for the report of the responses to last week's classes.  They know that during this report, and in the discussion that follows it, the teacher will be talking about what she feels she needs to do and change in her own teaching as a result of what she's learned from these responses.  Students say that hearing their own anonymously given comments reported back to them as part of a commonly articulated class concern somehow legitimises what had formerly been felt as a purely private and personal reaction.  When they see teachers consistently making changes in their practice, and explicitly demonsstrating that these are in response to students' C.I.Q. responses, the feeling develops that these teachers can be trusted.  

Sometimes teachers quite legitimately feel that they can't change their practice to accommodate students' wishes as expressed in their C.I.Q. responses.  But the very fact that teachers acknowledge that they know what those wishes are, and the fact that they take the time and trouble to explain why they feel they can't, in good conscience, do what a group of students wants them to do, builds a sense that the class is one in which open and honest disclosure is encouraged.  

5.  They Suggest Possibilities for Our Development 

Finally, C.I.Q. responses can be a very effective way of forcing us to confront our own shortcomings and blind spots as teachers.  For example, I learned several important and discomforting things from the set of critical incident responses I received in a class held during the week I wrote the first draft of this chapter.  I was alerted me to an ethnic slur I'd made (I made a crack linking the Mafia to an article authored by someone with an Italian sounding name).  I became aware of a methodological miscalculation (assuming that in an introductory course students would appreciate my lecturing a great deal and finding out that in fact they were far more engaged during small group work and discussions).  I was reminded of an action I needed to explain (why I didn't visit small groups while they were doing a task I'd set).  And a distracting behavioral tick of which I was already aware was pointed out to me (looking at the floor while answering questions).  

So from just one week's critical incident responses, I had four possible developmental projects suggested, each very different in kind: (1) becoming more aware of and monitoring my unacknowledged racism, (2) rethinking my assumptions about the pedagogical dynamics of introductory courses, (3) making sure that I explain the reasons why I set up small group activities they way I do, and (4) working to increase the frequency of my eye contacts with students.  Of these four items the last two were familiar, but the others took me by surprise.  The first - my racial slur - was a real shock.  I had always assumed that my care with words, and my awareness of racist language, placed me beyond the kinds of conversational slips documented in Van Dijk's (1987, 1993) analyses of racist speech.  Without the C.I.Q. comment I would have continued to congratulate myself on being the embodiement of multicultural sensitivity.      

Something Saved My Life Tonight: A Case Study of the C.I.Q. and Resistance to Learning
In this section I would like to describe a situation in which using the C.I.Q. helped me understand and respond to students' resistance to learning in a way that was much more informed than if I had followed my instincts.

Like many teachers I take resistance seriously.  Indeed, it wouldn't be too much of a misstatement to say that I'm obsessive about understanding and confronting resistance.  However, even though I admonish colleagues with homilies about the political, cultural and social wellsprings of most student resistance to learning, I am the worst person to heed my own advice.  I'm always convinced that it's me that's the problem.  I decide that my actions or personality have caused students to be hostile and that the power to convert this hostility into enthusiasm lies within my purview.  One of my most frequent errors is to assume that if one or two people are expressing resistance, then it must be felt by the majority of the class.  My feelings on this matter are probably a manifestation of the impostor syndrome discussed in chapter (11).  Because at a very deep level I feel that I don't deserve to have students take me seriously, I'm inclined to think that one person's frustrations represent universal student resentment.  

When I encounter resistance to learning my first instinct is to make a very serious effort to change things around, sometimes drastically, to appease those who are less than pleased.  I reinvent the curriculum, change my teaching approaches, and adjust the evaluative criteria I'm using.  Sometimes it becomes obvious that I've understood my students correctly and these reinventions are quite in order.  At other times, however, subsequent events make it clear that a quite serious misreading of what's happening in a class has occurred.  When it's too late I learn that changing things so dramatically was unjustified and that it confused the majority of students.  

For many years I've realized that I needed an accurate way of discovering the causes and extent of resistance to learning among students.  Knowing this would help me make an appropriate response.  The C.I.Q. has provided me with consistently accurate information on these matters and it's helped me judge when radical changes are needed or when all that's called for is some clarification of purpose.  In the following case example, I give an illustration of how the C.I.Q. helped me deal with resistance that emerged with one particular class. 

Teacher as Change Agent is a course within the teacher education program of the University of St. Thomas Graduate School of Education.  In 1993 the course was a new addition to the curriculum and I offered to teach one of its three sections.  The students in the class were all adult graduate students who were in their first semester of teaching and I envisaged the course partly as a seminar on critically reflective practice.  The sooner teachers got into the habit of hunting assumptions, the better, was my reasoning.  I also wanted the students in the course to become a support group whose members would help each other survive the rigours of their first teaching experiences.  

I had thought the enrolment had been fixed at an upper limit of 25, but when I got a print out of the course list an hour or two before the first class, I saw that 33 were enrolled.  I was initially thrown by this discovery but heartened to learn that so many wanted to take the class.  "They must be beating the door down to study with me" was one of my thoughts.  Since I had sought out members of the teacher education program to ask if I might work with them, and since I had volunteered to teach this particular course, I assumed that students were also coming voluntarily, fired with the same keen sense of expectation about the course that I was feeling.  Even though I knew it was a core, required course (always a situation fraught with pedagogic peril) I projected my own enthusiasm onto students and took their goodwill for granted.

I arrived early for the first class so that I could set out the chairs in small circles before anyone arrived.  I wanted to be there to greet everyone personally as they entered the room and to welcome them to the class.  If we were going to have a support group in which participants felt comfortable helping each other sift critically through their experiences as teachers, it was important to set the right emotional tone at the outset.  Copies of the syllabus were placed on all the chairs and as students came in they were handed self-adhesive lapel stickers on which they were asked to write their names.  I shook hands with everyone as they entered and tried to have a few words of informal conversation with as many of them as possible.  

When it seemed like a critical mass of people were there I raised my voice to thank them for coming.  I started to talk about what I wanted to do in the course and took them through a couple of parts of the syllabus, stressing that this was a critical reflection support group rather than a traditional academic course.  After ten or fifteen minutes of this descriptive overview I stopped and asked if there were any questions.  

As soon as the questions began, it became clear to me that my assumptions about the existence of large scale student goodwill were seriously flawed.  I knew this because the questions that people asked seemed to share a common theme.  This could be summed up as 'why do I have to take this course, and if I do how can I get through it with as little effort and attendance as possible ?'  The first question was "Do we have to start at 4.10.pm.?".  I said I'd be happy to adjust the starting time to fit in with students' schedules and suggested 4.30.pm.  The next question was "If we start at 4.30. can we still leave at 6.40. or are you going to keep us here till 7.00.pm.?"  Students asked whether or not they had to come to all the sessions, why they had to do the particular assignment I requested (a learning portfolio based on their experiences as new teachers), why they had to do any assignments at all if this was supposed to be a support group, and if I insisted on making them do this, what would be the minimum number of pages I would accept? 

To all these questions (asked, it seemed to me, with a somewhat peevish air) I replied that nothing was in stone, that the provisional syllabus was on word processor and could easily be changed, and that because I wanted the course to be an adult educational experience I would treat them like the adults they were and be as responsive to their concerns as was possible.  I said that if they didn't like the assignments I'd be happy to arrange individual projects that they would feel were more useful to them.  This suggestion produced the comment from one student that negotiating an individual assignment was just producing more work, and that it was easier just to show up and follow what the teacher suggested.  This remark seemed to me to be symptomatic of the air of weary, even cynical, resignation that pervaded the group and I have to admit that it irked me.  I tried not to show my annoyance and to remain cheerful and respectful, while privately feeling alarmed that I'd let myself in for a semester's pedagogic purgatory.  

Things seemed to improve somewhat in the second half of the evening when I asked students to form into small groups and do an exercise that encouraged them to construct the curriculum.  I told them that my intent was to negotiate the curriculum around the problems that they, as new teachers, felt they most needed help with.  In small groups students nominated the problems they most wanted to consider in the course and then listed these on newsprint.  The evening ended with the groups pinning their lists of suggestions on the classroom wall and with all of us trying to look for common themes that might be addressed in the weeks ahead.  

Certain themes sprang off the wall very quickly - getting students motivated, keeping kids on track, responding to student diversity, and negotiating the relationship with one's master teacher.  I promised to take the sheets they'd produced, to type them up and to construct a provisional syllabus for the next few weeks' classes that I would bring along to the next meeting.  As I said goodnight to students individually and thanked them for coming, someone came up to me and said something like "don't worry, it's not you, we're just tired and stressed out".

During the class a subterannean dialogue between two compelling voices had rumbled in my head.  The loudest voice urged me to ditch what I'd planned to do and to sit down with the whole class next week to re-think the basic concept and purpose of the course.  After all, I reasoned, the students who seemed so fed up obviously represented a majority opinion.  In previous years this voice would have been the only voice I heard.  But a second, quieter voice, reminded me that before I jumped to any conclusions about what was going on I better do a good close reading of the evening's critical incident responses.  This voice assured me that the information I gained from these would give me a better idea of what was really happening and would suggest some good, accurate and grounded responses to the situation.

As I waited for my bus home I was pretty depressed.  In the space of three hours I'd gone from eagerly looking forward to a semester's engaged discussion on how new teachers worked through the emotional, pedagogic and political dilemmas of teaching, to dreading the weekly prospect of facing thirty three angry adults who felt dragooned into attending what they obviously felt was an irrelevant event.  I climbed on board the bus holding a briefcase containing the evening's C.I.Q.'s.  I could swear that I detected a red glowing coursing through the lining of the case.  After all, this commentary on my practice comprised highly fissile, radioactive material where my ego was concerned.   

I unpacked the critical incidents from my briefcase with trembling fingers (feeling like protective gloves were called for) and began to read them as the bus started to move.  As I did so, my spirits rose.  I was astounded at what students had written.  I realised that what I had interpreted as a majority groundswell of hostility, actually represented the feelings of quite a small minority of vocal students.  Student after student answered the questions about most distancing moments, most puzzling actions, and surprising aspects of the class by referring to the hostility of a few members.  These students either felt no particular hostility, or were actively interested in the kind of class I had envisaged.  They also comprised a significant majority.  Yet, in the face of objections voiced by confident, angry students they had stayed mute.  I had interpreted the silence of the majority as signifying tacit agreement with the sentiments expressed by the small group of resisters.  However, from reading the C.I.Q. responses I knew that many students shared my bemusement at the source and strength of the hostility expressed by a minority.  For me to have abandoned my ideas for the course, therefore, would have been a major tactical error. 

This contrast between my reading of what I thought was going on in most people's heads, and what they were actually thinking, seemed to represent a golden teachable moment on the phenomena of student resistance and student silence.  I decided to make a discussion of these issues the starting point of the next class meeting.  To help this happen I typed up a summary of students' C.I.Q. responses to that first evening of the course to be distributed at the start of the second week's class.  This summary was as follows:-

                                   Teacher as Change Agent  CIED 672 - 01
1st week's Critical Incident Responses:-

Most Engaged Moment
Almost everyone (24) reported the small group exercise when people generated the lists of problems they most needed help with as a particularly engaging moment.  People mentioned being gratified to find that their problems were mirrored in their colleagues' experiences, that their voice was being heard, and that they weren't imagining some of the things they were facing.

A few people - a much smaller # (5) - mentioned my being flexible to modifying the course, starting times, expectations etc.

Most Distanced Moment
During the introductory statements by me on the organization / format / purpose of the course - 9 people were turned off by this 'administrative fol de rol' (to quote one person's comment)

Discussing course modifications - 5 people got frustrated at people's questions about class time, assessment, portfolios etc.

Walking in late - 4 people mentioned how embarrassing this was for them

1 person was most distanced during the small group exercise - "the same old song and dance"

Most Affirming Action
These comments split into two clusters:-

The largest of these (10) again had to do with the small groups.  Learners mentioned that their group was friendly, that it was good to know other people shared their frustrations, that others 'got' their point and had had similar experiences, that others felt this course was an imposition and wouldn't be useful, that others have started teaching and are making it.

The other group (8) of responses focused on Stephen's reassurances re. the need to be flexible, his attempts to make this course meaningful, his willingness to listen to learners' concerns, attempts to be fair, use gender free language etc.

Most Puzzling Action
The smallest category of responses (13) was in this section - which means that the majority of you either didn't understand the question, or had no puzzling experiences in the class to deal with.  No clear clusters of responses emerged.  A sampling of individual comments said the the most puzzling actions they saw were .... SB's definition of a portfolio, learners' confusions over portfolio, lack of pre-determined structure & focus, discussion about when to meet on 25th, amount of time spent talking about the meeting time, why anyone would want to meet 7.00.-9.00.pm., the elementary teachers clustering together, and why this is a required course

What Surprised You the Most
Again, no clear trends discernible.  A spread of individual and sometimes contradictory responses.  Some examples of the most surprising moments and aspects were ... the need of learners for structure, how emotional one student felt about the behavior of some learners in the class, how surprised one student was at the level of irritation she or he felt about taking this course, that a text was suggested, the terrific reading list, one person's emotional reaction to talking about her or his problems, not wanting this much structure, hearing about Stephen's 1st experiences, finding friends in class, being disturbed at the negativity and implied superiority of some learners in the class, the relative formality of the course, the accommodating attitude and flexibility of the teacher, that some Saturday attendance was required, the lack of organization in the dept., one student's alertness compared to classes she or he took last semester, difficulties expressed by some learners about their master teachers, one student trying to get Stephen to change the assignment, the size and diversity of students in the class, the realization of the complexity of teaching, that the concerns expressed by people in the small groups were so similar.

                                       -----------------------------------------
As well as compiling a written summary of students' critical incident responses for the next class, I decided that it would be interesting for students to see the class through my own eyes.  At the very least we would be able to get into some discussion about the phenomenology of classroom life.  Also, I would be modeling the reflective engagement in practice I was suggesting would be good for them.  So I completed the five questions on the form and distributed copies of these to each student.  My own responses to the C.I.Q. were as follows:-

                             STEPHEN'S CRITICAL INCIDENT RESPONSES

MOST ENGAGED MOMENT
Two really.  First, when I was dealing with people's reservations and objections to attending the course, to my assignments, to having a Saturday session etc.  Although it wasn't pleasant to encounter frustration it was kind of exhilirating to try and work through it.  Kept me alert and on my toes

Second, finding out that every group came up with problems they needed help with & that there was enough similarity in them to structure the curriculum of the next few weeks around them

MOST DISTANCED MOMENT
Going over the syllabus.  I felt like I wasn't connecting and I couldn't work out why not

MOST AFFIRMING ACTION
When someone came up to me after class and said to me "it's not you" in reference to why some people expressed frustration, anger and resistance at the course

MOST PUZZLING ACTION
The confusion among students over what I meant by portfolio & why I would want people to keep one.  This was a good reminder to me of how often teachers assume that the meaning and images they give to a word (in this case 'portfolio') are shared by students.  I realised after the class that what I was describing as a portfolio was really what one person called in class a 'learning summary'.  I was confusing my meaning by using a term (portfolio) that had very different connotations and associations for some people.

WHAT SURPRISED ME THE MOST
The level of resistance, anger and frustration I picked up.  Having volunteered to teach this class I guess I expected a similar level of interest in it from participants.  I was also surprised that I could forget one of my own lessons as a teacher - that before you teach a new course you must research it's history, particularly its political history.  Because this course hasn't been taught before and there was nothing to research, I thought I needn't bother.  

              ------------------------------

Another way to help students see the class through my eyes, and to provide a case study of one teacher's response to an emotionally unsettling, disorienting classroom dilemma, was to show them what I had written about the class in my own teaching journal.  I wanted to document the ambivalent mix of confusion, depression, exhilaration, irritation and excitement I felt during and after the class.  So I typed and  xeroxed multiple copies of the following journal entry:-

                                          Stephen's TEACHING JOURNAL
My Reflections on the 1st night of the Teacher as Change Agent class.

"Hey, why are you picking on me? What have I done to desrve this?  Why don't you like me?  What have I ever done to you?" Those were the first reactions I had to the first class last night.  I had a lot of the 'Beam Me Up Scottie' moments that you often get in the middle of a class - I wanted to be able to reach into my back pocket, flip out my phaser and be transported immediately to the starship 'Enterprise'.  I felt I was being backed into the corner I thought I'd got out of when I resigned my full time professorship - of being the 'enforcer' making people do things against their will for reasons I couldn't really explain or justify.  Lots of things strike me about my own reactions to the evening:

1.  It's surprising how my discomfort at not being liked doesn't decrease with time.  You'd think after 23 years teaching I'd be able to deal with students' anger in a calm, emotionally even way.  But it wrecks me, personally.  I feel shut out and slapped in the face, when all I wanted was to be liked !  Interesting how strong the seductive desire to be liked still is for me.  It's such a dangerous trap for any teacher to get into - thinking that the purpose of education is to get your students to like you.  Even though I know that learning inevitably entails pain and that this pain causes students to be angry with whoever they see as its cause - i.e. me, the teacher - I still feel savaged when I'm on the receiving end of that anger.  It's yet another reminder - not that I really need one - that my rationalisations and explanations of unpleasant things that happen to me in class don't make my pain go away. 

2.  Don't panic !  I've got to find out where the resentment and resistance comes from and to remember that since I've not met any of them before last night it's not likely to be my fault, at least not on a personal level.

3.  Thank God for the critical incident technique.  Reading the responses to last night's forms made me realise that the anger some learners felt was actually quite localised.  There were other students who felt that the course was OK, and some who were as perplexed by other students' anger as I was.  The C.I.'s kept things in perspective for me and made me realize that things aren't as bad or widespread as I thought.  Yet another good reason for using them.

4.  I wonder if there's some way for me to help those who feel p.o.'d with having to be here to use this experience of their own irritation and resentment to get some insight into their own teaching.  If the cause of their anger is not being in control, or their feeling that rules have changed in midstream - i.e. being told unexpectedly that they had to show up for this course - then this will just re-emphasize how much they should avoid doing to their own students what they think has been done to them.  It should make them doubly aware of what they probably know already; that when students feel a sense of control over what and how they're learning they tend to have better feelings as regards the teacher and content, and that you should never change the rules in midstream - or that if you do, there has to be a lot of justification, disclosure and explanation.

5.  I must keep in mind that however I deal with this situation, I won't please everyone.

6.  If I put myself in learners' shoes, I can see how angry I would feel if I felt I'd been pressured at short notice into adding a required course when I feel worried enough about my own first weeks' teaching.

7.  This is a great time to fall back on my experience as an adult educator.  If I treat people as adults most of this will be taken care of.  I've got to keep remembering that I must always start where people are, with their own needs and concerns - I must never start from where I am.  Otherwise the connection just won't be made.

8.  What should I do about this situation ?  Well, if people think the course is useless, whatever I do probably isn't going to make much difference.  So, it seems to me there are two parallel courses of action.  First, I've got to make the course as relevant as I can for them so that they'll see that it's in their own best interests to keep showing up.  If they think they're going to get assistance, emotional support, suggestions for dealing with problems they're facing etc. then they'll probably feel this is all worthwhile.  Hopefully, the pooling and nominating of problems they're facing and my using these to construct the syllabus should take care of some of that.  Second, if they think the course and assignments are useless, then I'll ask them to suggest alternatives.  Are there activities and assignments that would be more like independent study projects that they could do, that won't mean they have to show up every week, but that satisfy me that I'm not just giving credits away for nothing?

9.  Remember - KEEP CALM ! For God's sake, it's only a graduate course, we're not dealing with life and death here !

            ---------------------------------  

A week later I waited for the second meeting of the Teacher as Change Agent class with an intriguing mixture of dread and excitement.  Taking my own admonition to treat teachers like adults I had decided to confront the issue of resistance directly.  By making resistance a public issue and by showing students that I took their anger seriously, I knew that I was in for an interesting evening.  That in itself was a prospect to send my blood racing.  The risk I was taking was making my own emotional reactions to the situation so explicit.  I wasn't sure if this would look like a severe case of self-indulgence, or if students would see my self disclosure in the way I wanted it to be seen - as a deliberate attempt to model critically reflective practice. 

I began the class by distributing the summary of students' C.I.Q. responses and the summary of my own responses to the evening.  We talked about the different reactions they had had and about the connections between my version of the first night of class and theirs.  Everyone seemed interested and engaged.  But the level of attention rose dramatically when I handed round the extract from my teaching journal and let them read what I had written.  Some students seemed surprised at what they were receiving, and I sensed some embarrassment on their part at what I was doing.  Others seemed to be drawn more into the class as a result of my personal disclosure.  

As people began to speak about their resistance, contextual factors emerged having to do with what some students felt (rightly or wrongly) was the bad timing of the course.  Some felt that it was an extra program requirement added at the last minute.  Others claimed that they were unaware that attendance on four Saturday mornings was required, and that this would cause serious inconvenience for them and their families.  In addition, one of the Saturday sessions fell on a Jewish holiday, a fact which to one student demonstrated the university's insensitivity to non-Catholics.  This information all made some students' hostility much more understandable.  

After we'd spent 15 or 20 minutes in this discussion, I handed out a revised copy of the syllabus which took the chief concerns that had been articulated the first night and used these to structure the curriculum of the course.  Contained in this revised syllabus was the following paragraph headed 'attendance policy':-

I realise that all kinds of pressures will intervene to prevent you from getting to class.  Don't worry if this happens.  It's more important for you to spend time getting into the habit of reflecting on your teaching than sitting bored and resentfully through sessions that you feel are a waste of your time.  So, if you feel there's no point showing up and that you could use the time in another way to much better effect in helping you be a good teacher, then propose an independent study type of project that you'll share with me on a regular, but informal, basis.  There's no point in my making you show up in an angry, irritated frame of mind.  I'd rather you participated in this course by finding a way to study your teaching independent of class sessions - as long as this way also satisfies my responsibility to see that UST isn't giving graduate credit away.

I explained that this policy grew out of my own conviction that ultimately I couldn't force anyone to learn anything until at some level they wanted to do this.  I think I quoted Myles Horton to the effect that unless adults were ready for learning and saw the point of it for their own lives, there wasn't much an educator could do.   

By this time the break was approaching and I told the students that I wanted to use the break time as a convenient point at which those who wished to take advantage of the voluntary attendance policy could leave the class with no hard feelings on my part.  I thanked them for coming for at least the first half of the class that night and told them that I expected that this would be the last time I'd see quite a few of them in class.  I wished good luck for the rest of the semester to those whom I anticipated would be leaving at break time -  and I said I would be looking forward to negotiating some interesting independent study projects with them.  I finished by saying that any students who decided to come back to class after the break would thereby be making a public declaration of their interest and enthusiasm for the class and their willingness to participate fully in all class exercises.  

When the class re-convened after break, I was surprised that no-one had left.  I thought "obviously, they don't trust me, they don't yet know that I mean what I say".  So I repeated again the attendance policy to make quite sure everyone understood it, and I stressed that while I could mandate attendance I knew I could not mandate learning.  From my point of view, I told them, I would much rather they did some purposeful reflection on practice when, where and how it was convenient, rather than feeling as though they had to show up at the same time each week for something that they thought was demonstrably irrelevant.  

We spent the rest of the class talking about research on new teachers' experiences of teaching and then I took them through the good practices audit technique described in chapter (8).  My thinking was that this technique might be a good exercise to use in the problem-solving sessions that were to come later on in the course.  I finished the class by handing out the blank C.I.Q. forms for that evening and asking them to leave their responses face down on a table by the door.  

As students were walking out of the room a couple of them came up to me and complimented me on my handling of the situation.  I thanked them and left the room feeling pleased with how the evening had gone.  As I did my customary read through of students' C.I.Q. responses on the bus ride home my sense of satisfaction was confirmed.  Some students declared that by giving them permission to leave I had actually teased their interest and heightened their desire to attend.  Others said that they had been lukewarm about the course before, but that now it looked interesting and beneficial to them, and that they were eager to show up next week.  The most memorable comment for me was one that stated "it's nice to be treated as an adult novice teacher, rather than a novice adult".  Interestingly, the students who had been the hard core resisters on the first evening, and who had made the most critical comments about the irrelevance of the course, were among the most frequent attenders.  In subsequent weeks these students consistently made some of the most valuable and provocative oral and written contributions. 

Reflections on What I Learned
This case study probably sounds very self-serving.  So let me say that I'm not including it in some vainglorious attempt to demonstrate my pedagogic brilliance.  My intent is to give an example of how using the critical incident questionnaire gave me accurate information about a difficult situation.  I was then able to use that information to frame what I thought was a grounded, respectful and reasonable response.  There are aspects of this case that show me in a far from favorable light.  I was naive and misguided to make the assumption that my enthusiasm for teaching the class would be matched by students' enthusiasm for learning.  I made no attempt to research the political history of how the course had come to be established.  Also, declaring a voluntary attendance policy in a core required course was risky.  For one thing, there was always the chance that no students would show up.  

The fact that this never happened confirmed my instinct about the importance of trusting adults to make informed decisions about what affects them.  By having students construct the curriculum of the course, there was a sense that the problems, themes and issues to be studied were an authentic expression of students' experiences.  Since they had chosen the problems of teaching we were going to analyse and respond to, it was clearly in their best interests to keep coming.  But I acknowledge that my attitude of "Come only if you think it's going to be useful" could be seen as pedagogic laissez faire, sending the implicit message that I didn't care enough about my own course to insist that students come to class.  There was the risk of them concluding that if I seemed to have so little commitment to the course, then they could skip sessions without missing anything of consequence.  I was also always troubled by the thought that dogs all planners of faculty development events - what if the ones who choose not to come are the ones who most need to learn?

On balance, however, this experience confirmed two of my own tenets as a college teacher who grounds his practice in adult educational insights.  First, that if you build an educational activity from the ground upward in a democratic way, with students and teachers as co-designers of the process, the sense of connectedness this produces makes a far better case for students to attend than anything you could do or say to convince them.  Second, that a democratization of classroom control - like any other democratic process - is indivisible.  Partial democracy is like partial pregnancy.  It just doesn't exist.  You can't say to adult students that they can control certain features of process or content, but not others.  Once you commit to working democratically you have to make a leap of faith that people will make informed choices.  And you have to trust that if they don't make the choices that you think in the short term are the best ones for them (like wanting to attend every class), in the long term the experience of being in control will make them more responible the next time they are able to exercise agency.  

Using C.I.Q.'s with Large Classes
Teachers often raise the problem of how to use this method with large classes.  The largest group with which I've used this method had about 250 students.  Most of my classes have between 30 and 35 people enrolled.  If you're teaching classes considerably larger than that, I would still advocate that the method be tried but that you read only a portion of the responses each time.  A teacher with a class of 100 or so students will think thrice about doing a weekly analysis of a considerable amount of qualitative data.  But asking a different group of twenty or so students to complete the C.I.Q.'s at each class is much more manageable, and you still get some valubale inight into what's going on.  

One approach is to ask all students to complete the forms individually and then to put them in small groups where they read their responses out to each other.  Or, the groups can take each question on the form in turn and anyone who wants to respond to a particular question speaks up.  One person from each group then fills in a summative C.I.Q. that contains the main themes that emerged in the group's discussion.  This summative C.I.Q. is then handed to the teacher.  In this way a class of a hundred students working in groups of five produces twenty C.I.Q. forms for the teacher to read.  

I use a similar approach when I'm working with very small classes or with groups that I have taught for a long period of time.  Because it becomes easier in these situations for me to recognize handwriting, or to see the order in which students hand in their forms, there is a risk of students clamming up because they think I will be able to identify individual contributions.  To prevent this happening I ask students to write or speak their responses to each other in small groups and then to hand in the summary forms that come from each group.  Although I know the identify of the student who hands in the form that person is simply the reporter or conduit for group members' responses.  I have no idea who made which of the comments that appear.

A Caution
Although I have argued forcefully for the use of critical incident questionnaires as a central component to critically reflective teaching, I want to acknowledge that my use of these has been bedevilled by one constant problem.  I have called this, at various times, the trap of conversional obsession, or the perfect ten syndrome.  Conversional obsession describes the process of becoming obsessed with converting all your students, even the most hostile, to becoming enthusiastic advocates of whatever educational process you are trying to encourage.  This trap compels me to think that unless everyone leaves my class bubbling over with exultant expressions of unblemished joy, I have wasted my time.  

The perfect ten syndrome (mentioned in chapter (1)) describes the unreasonable desire to want to collect a batch of critical incident forms at the end of every class that contains no negative comments and a surfeit of compliments.  I find myself repeatedly frustrated by not achieving an unblemished record of expressed student satisfaction for every week of the course.  Unless the C.I.Q. sheets are returned with the sections on distancing moments and puzzling actions all left blank, or marked 'Not applicable', and unless no negative comments are written in response to the question about surprising apects of the class, then I feel as if somehow I've failed.  

Knowing that this is a stupid, irrational reaction on my part doesn't seem to help me very much.  Intellectually and viscerally I know all about the contextuality and complexity of learning, and I am well aware of the contradictions and amibguities inherent in teaching.  I know, too, that the phenomenology of classrooms means that the same event is perceived and interpreted by different students in a myriad of sometimes antithetical ways.  But the voice of reason is not heard very loudly by whatever emotional demons are driving me to assume the mantle of consistent perfection.  

Even after several years of collecting, analysing and reporting back students' critical incidents, I still die a hundred small deaths each semester as I read descriptions of distancing moments and unhelpful actions.  So, if you're thinking of trying out something like the critical incident questionnaire, try to learn from my mistakes.  Remember that the point of doing this is not to score a perfect ten of student satisfaction week after week.  The point is to situate your teaching in an understanding of the emotional, cognitive and political ebbs and flows of group learning that make achieving such a score an impossibility.
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