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6 What Are the Issues that
Study Groups Confront?

In many ways, creating a study group as a context for dialogue seems
simple and straightforward. It makes sense that educators need places
where they talk their way into understandings with each other and form
networks that support their thinking and work in schools. However, given
the dependence of study groups on collaborative relationships and ex-
ploratory talk and their existence within hierarchial school structures,
it’s not surprising that study groups often face difficult times. In this chap-
ter, we highlight the major problems that we encountered.

We raise these issues not to discourage others from starting a study
group, but to give a sense of the struggles that you might face. We also
hope that you might be able to avoid some of the mistakes that we’ve
made. We share these with the firm belief that despite the struggles that
seem to be an inherent part of study groups, these groups play a valued
and critical role in our lives as educators. They are worth the struggle.
Their messiness is part of our complexity as human beings.

Should Study Groups Be Used to Mandate Change?
One way to ensure the failure of a study group is to mandate attendance
or to establish the group as a place where participants feel forced to
change their teaching. Collaborative relationships grow out of the will-
ingness of all participants to engage in dialogue with others. Mandated
attendance works against these relationships and creates resistance and
may lead some to undermine the group. For the same reasons, partici-
pants resent the group if they feel that they are judged as “deficient” and
that others are trying to “fix” their teaching. They respond defensively
and feel unsafe in the group.

Study groups often do address issues related to curricular mandates
within the school district, but these mandates are ones that teachers want
to talk about with their colleagues. This decision needs to be made by
teachers, not someone higher up in the system. Productive dialogue will
not occur when teachers are discussing issues that are not of major sig-
nificance to them.

This dialogue will also not occur if the group is being used by oth-
ers to force changes in teachers’ actions. The group is no longer a safe
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place for risk-taking. Requiring that change occur for all teachers at the
same time does not recognize the different ways in which teachers learn—
some constantly make changes in their practices and then watch to see
what happens, while others think through issues for a long period of time
before taking action in their classrooms. Taking new action is a natural
outcome of the group but it is encouraged, not mandated. We also want
to reiterate that for us change is inherent to professional growth, not
something that is forced upon us because something is wrong with our
teaching.

What about New Members?
One of the issues we struggled with during our second year was the chang-
ing dynamics brought about by new teachers joining the group. Several
were new to the building and several were long-time staff members who
joined for the first time. While we were excited by the growth and glad
to have these colleagues, the new situation also created some difficulties.

First, there was the need to reestablish a sense of community, trust,
and safety for our discussions. The addition of new members affected
these dynamics, and it took some time for everyone to feel safe again.
Secondly, the new members sometimes brought up issues for the agenda
that had been discussed in depth the previous year. The returning mem-
bers didn’t want to rehash those discussions, but felt guilty at saying “We
don’t want to talk about this” when it was a critical issue for others. For
example, the Maldonado group spent several months talking about port-
folios only to have several new members the following year again pro-
pose portfolios. The returning members groaned at the thought, while
the new members looked puzzled and a bit offended that their proposal
was received negatively.

We never found the perfect solution to this dilemma. Sometimes
the group agrees to return to the topic, but from a slightly different per-
spective. For example, the Maldonado group revisited portfolios but
looked at reflection and self-evaluation portfolios that were child-gener-
ated instead of portfolios used by teachers for their evaluation. Other
times, the group suggests other ways the individual could deal with the
issue. For example, a new teacher suggested that the Warren group bring
their schedules to share. The group had done this the previous year and
didn’t want to repeat this experience. Members explained the problem
and one volunteered to meet with the teacher to talk about schedules
outside the group.
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When Does a Study Group Need Outside Experts?
An issue that we revisited a number of times was the role of outside ex-
perts in the study group. We see ourselves as experts who create knowl-
edge through our talk together but we also value the ideas of outside
experts and include their ideas in several ways. One is through profes-
sional readings where we identify an article, chapter, or book that pro-
vides perspective on an issue.

Occasionally the group makes a decision to invite an outside per-
son to the group because of issues that are being raised. For example,
after we had discussed portfolios for several months and reached some
common understandings, we invited a central administrator to our next
meeting so that we could learn more about the district’s plan for portfo-
lios. We began that meeting by sharing what we had discussed about
portfolios, and several teachers talked about what they were doing in their
classrooms. We then asked the administrator to talk about the district’s
efforts. We carefully set up the meeting so that the administrator wasn’t
presenting to us, and thus we defined the agenda. We spent the next study
group meeting talking about our response to this session.

The study group at Fort Lowell invited Kathy to one of their meet-
ings as an outside expert on inquiry-based curriculum. They were dis-
cussing an integrated thematic approach that their school was thinking
of adopting and had many questions about how this approach related to
inquiry. They had read various articles and had participated in many dis-
cussions among themselves. When they decided to invite Kathy, they first
brainstormed a list of questions and issues that they gave to her ahead of
time. The study group session was not a presentation by Kathy, but an
interactive discussion on the issues, in which Kathy participated.

From these experiences, we decided that the best way to handle a
guest is to spend the session preceding the visit thinking through what
we want to talk about with our guest and to send the guest these issues
and questions ahead of time. We begin these sessions with group mem-
bers talking about their concerns about the issues as related to the focus
and invite the guest to become part of our conversation. Often we spend
the following study group session reflecting on our conversation with the
guest.

Can Principals Be Contributing Members of the Group?
Principals can play a valued and valuable role in the group process; how-
ever, the principal’s presence can also destroy a sense of safety so that



112 Teacher Study Groups

teachers are unwilling to openly share their thinking and explorations.
The decision about principal membership needs to be made carefully
by the group. While we believe principals should be members, we know
that each group will need to consider this issue and make their own de-
cision.

In the Warren and Maldonado study groups, the principals par-
ticipated in discussions, offering suggestions and sharing their thinking
as part of the group process. One of the positive benefits of having the
principal present in the group was the opportunity to talk as equals about
teaching. The principal came as a teacher, not as the administrator or
evaluator. Instead of conducting business or taking care of a school cri-
sis, the principal could pull back from “administrivia” and think about
curriculum and teaching with other educators. This opportunity was val-
ued by everyone involved. It established a sense of knowing each other,
personally and professionally, that influenced relationships across the
school day and year. It led to an appreciation of each other as colleagues.
Teachers and principals became more aware of how the other thought
about educational issues and this awareness, in turn, influenced relation-
ships outside the group.

Another benefit was that the principal’s presence legitimized the
group for some teachers. The fact that the principal took time to come,
listen, and participate signaled that the study group was valued as part
of the school structure.

In reflecting on her membership in the study group, Myna Matlin,
principal at Warren, noted that she found herself thinking differently
about teachers outside of the study group. “I realized that teachers re-
ally are thoroughly thinking through what they are doing in the class-
room much more than I had previously thought. When something
bombs, I hear people in the group and at lunch talking about it now. It
was not a poorly developed lesson.” She went on to say, “I see situations
where in the past I would have said, ‘I wish this was different’ about some-
thing in someone’s classroom without understanding the why behind what
was going on. Now I see what is being attempted and try to make sugges-
tions because of the study group discussions. The group gives me a chance
to see into people’s thinking. I might not agree with opinions or ap-
proaches but I have gained added respect for everyone in some way.”

Both Myna Matlin and Virginia Romero, principal at Maldonado,
found that they were much more aware of what needed to be dealt with
at the school level. This awareness led to changes in agendas for staff
meetings and school inservices. As Virginia noted, “I see what’s impor-
tant to teachers. The group is a sounding board for different directions
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I am thinking about. I know they will respond honestly to my ideas.” It
also led Myna to change how she spent her time. “I realized I need to be
in classrooms more so I can keep up with and be more of a support for
teachers and so I can see what kids are doing.”

 Although the role of the principal within the group was to listen
and participate as an equal, teachers were quite aware that the discus-
sions influenced the principal’s evaluation of them outside the group.
Principals have a great deal of power within schools, and some teachers
felt uncomfortable talking about their fears and mistakes in the
principal’s presence. Although they trusted the principal not to directly
use the information against them, they feared that talking about their
problems would indirectly influence the principal’s view of them as ef-
fective teachers.

Even when teachers trusted and respected their principal, the
principal’s presence did initially have a negative influence on teachers’
willingness to share about difficult issues. Most teachers carefully moni-
tored the principal’s participation in the first sessions. If the principal
dominated discussions or moved into “administrator talk,” some chose
not to talk or dropped out of the group. If the principal listened, offered
occasional comments, and shared doubts and fears, most teachers were
able to accept and value the principal as a member. There were several
teachers in each group, however, who never felt completely comfortable
with the principal’s presence even after three years. Sometimes this was
because of previous negative experiences with other principals and other
times was due to their own strained relationship with the current principal.

A related issue was that whenever a principal introduced a possible
agenda focus, teachers often felt obligated to take on that issue. The fa-
cilitator can play a critical role at this point by acknowledging the
principal’s suggestion and asking for additional issues so that multiple
suggestions are available to the group. Principals and administrators need
to recognize that their position gives them power and that they need to
offer suggestions in a tentative manner without pushing their ideas.

In one case, a principal began to use the group to solve problems
she was facing in the school. While it is appropriate to raise these prob-
lems during sharing, the principal’s problems started taking over the
group focus. We worked as facilitators to make sure that the group stayed
with their focus and the principal’s agenda didn’t dominate the group
on a regular basis.

At the end of the first year of our study group, the summer research
group had extensive conversations about whether or not the principal
should be a member of the study group. Based on the interviews, it was
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clear that teachers valued the principal’s presence, but still felt con-
strained in what they were willing to share. We finally decided that while
ideally the principal should be a member of the group, the decision of
whether or not the principal is invited should be the teachers’ decision.
If a group feels uncomfortable or unsafe with the principal’s presence
to the point of not being willing to openly discuss issues, then they should
seriously consider asking the principal not to join. It may be that once
the group has become comfortable talking with each other the princi-
pal could then be invited. In some cases, the decision not to invite the
principal may reflect more about teachers’ personalities and their diffi-
culty getting beyond traditional hierarchies than any real problem with
the principal. In other cases, the issue may reflect serious problems in
how a particular principal operates within the school.

In several study groups, the principal has made the decision not
to join the group. In the Fort Lowell group, for example, the principal
knew that teachers were feeling resentment over a number of curricular
changes that she had introduced into the school. She realized that they
needed an opportunity to voice that resentment and talk through these
curriculum issues with each other. Because she had introduced the
changes, the discussions would not occur if she were present. She did,
however, indicate to the group that she was willing to come and answer
questions or participate at whatever point they wanted her presence, and
the group later took her up on her offer.

The purpose for the study group is to create a “zone of safety”
(Lipka & McCarty, 1994) where educators can openly discuss their be-
liefs and practices and find support and challenge to their ways of oper-
ating within their teaching contexts. This purpose is the key factor to
consider when making decisions about the membership of educators who
are in positions of power over the members for whom the group was es-
tablished. A teacher study group exists first and foremost as a place for
teachers to safely examine the issues of teaching and curriculum. If the
presence of the principal has a major negative impact on the group’s
willingness to talk, then the principal should not be a member of the
group.

What about Parents as Members of a Study Group?
Another related issue is the presence of parents and community mem-
bers in study groups. Some study groups are established as a place for
community members and educators to meet and talk together about
educational issues. These groups provide a powerful context for under-



What Are the Issues that Study Groups Confront? 115

standing each other’s perspectives and learning to think and work to-
gether. At Ochoa Elementary School, for example, a community coali-
tion group was formed that seeks solutions to local problems and ways
to bring community issues into the school curriculum (Heckman, 1996).

However, it is not always appropriate for parents to be included.
Kathy worked with a teacher study group where teachers were exploring
new curricular ideas related to inquiry. They had many concerns and
questions as they tried new approaches in their classrooms and were re-
luctant to talk about these issues in front of parents. They needed the
study group to function as a zone of safety where they could talk about
their struggles. They needed to explore ideas that were on the “edge” of
their current understandings—ideas that they couldn’t yet discuss with
fluency or coherency. When the principal invited parents from the school
parent council to join the study group, discussions immediately closed
down. A compromise was reached where parents were invited to certain
sessions. In those sessions, the discussion was on shared issues such as
standardized testing or the school discipline policy or curricular issues
with which teachers felt more comfortable, such as using literature rather
than a basal.

While the purpose of a study group is to explore issues of mutual
interest, the success of a study group depends upon trust. Unless all
members are taking the same risks, trust will be hard to establish. It is
not always possible for a person outside of the profession to understand
the growth dynamics inherent in a line of work. And if these misunder-
standings are shared outside the context of the group, it could lead to a
rift between the school and community. Confidentiality is essential.

From this experience it was clear that parents who become mem-
bers of a study group need to come as participants to explore issues and
not as evaluators to tell teachers what is wrong. The study group is a place
for everyone to think, explore, and ask questions about topics of com-
mon concern. Identifying productive issues that concern all participants
is essential. For example, study groups of teachers, parents, and commu-
nity members have been very effective in thinking through broad-based
goals for the school or dealing with community problems that affect chil-
dren or the school.

Ideally, study groups are open and inclusive—whoever wants to join
the group should be able to do so. The broader the membership, the
greater the diversity of perspectives and this diversity challenges all group
members to think in new ways. The reality, however, is that people must
feel safe to put their “rough draft” thinking out for consideration. For
dialogue to occur, participants must be willing to be vulnerable and to
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question their own theories and practices. The benefits of inclusive mem-
bership must always be weighed against creating this zone of safety for
curriculum reform and professional growth.

What about Commitment, Continuity, and Confidentiality?
The issue of membership brings up the problem of sporadic attendance
and people dropping in and out of the group. The reality is that typi-
cally only one-half to two-thirds of the group is present at any given meet-
ing and different people are absent each time. This fluctuation can de-
stroy continuity, making it impossible for the group to continue previ-
ous discussions—essentially the group starts over at each meeting. This
lack of continuity is very discouraging to those who attend every meet-
ing, and it can result in their feeling that they are not benefiting from
the group.

We tried a number of strategies to encourage regular attendance.
One was to discuss the norms of the group at the first meeting and to
establish commitment as one of the norms. Another was to encourage
everyone to participate in the discussions and in the decision making.
The facilitator played a key role in inviting comments from those who
weren’t participating. People who didn’t feel they had a voice were much
more likely to be sporadic in attendance. In addition, putting notes from
each meeting into everyone’s mail-slots indicating the date and focus for
the next meeting was a constant invitation for new members and a re-
minder to continuing members.

We also found that once or twice a year we needed to spend a ses-
sion reflecting on the quality of our meetings and to openly discuss ways
to improve that quality. In general, if we were sensitive to the needs and
concerns of members when planning logistics and agenda, members were
more committed to the group. Specific and relevant tasks between meet-
ings tended to increase interest and responsibility as long as these were
not too time consuming. Also, if we rotated various roles such as facilita-
tor and notetaker among group members, they became fuller participants
in the study group process. Finally, getting the study group approved for
district increment credit provided an additional incentive for attendance.

A related issue is that of coming prepared for the session when the
group has agreed to read an article or to engage in an activity in their
classrooms. A few people coming unprepared does not create major prob-
lems, but sometimes only a few are prepared and they resent that no one
else has followed through. We found in that case that we needed to have
a frank discussion as a group about what to do. In some cases, the group
decided they were just too busy or too stressed to do anything between
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meetings. In other cases, the group decided that they did want to read
or engage in certain activities but just needed to reduce the amount. This
discussion created a stronger sense of shared responsibility among mem-
bers.

This issue needs to be handled carefully because some members
dropped out of our groups. They felt they didn’t have time to read be-
tween sessions and that therefore they couldn’t come. We wanted mem-
bers to feel responsible for being prepared, but we also felt that we would
rather have someone come unprepared than leave the group.

We consider confidentiality as essential to the group and usually
discuss it at the first meeting each year. If study groups are a zone of safety
for struggling with ideas and beliefs that really matter to participants, then
they must be able to trust others to maintain confidentiality. We also
immediately raise the issue if someone has broken that confidentiality—
not to point a finger at a particular person, but to reiterate that confi-
dentiality is at the heart of the group.

Sometimes issues are raised in the group that need to be dealt with
outside of the group. In those cases, members have asked permission to
take these issues to a staff meeting or some other appropriate place. The
individuals involved decide what can and cannot be shared outside the
study group.

What about Food?
Food may seem insignificant in comparison to the other issues we are
raising, but it can have a major influence on a meeting. Sharing refresh-
ments often plays a key role in creating informal social environments
which invite conversation and relationships. The Maldonado group al-
ways had snacks and spent time deciding who would bring what for the
following meeting. Group members came to the meeting depleted of
energy from a long day and they looked forward to the food and the
conversation.

However, one problem was that these decisions took away valuable
time from the group. A focus on snacks also sometimes made it difficult
to start the meeting on time because everyone was moving around to get
something to eat. In addition, refreshments can invite an atmosphere that
is too informal, so that talk remains social and there are many side con-
versations.

The Warren study group usually did not have food at their meet-
ings for these reasons. Teachers occasionally brought their own snacks
or drinks. Later when the committee organized the study group sessions,
they brought popcorn or some other type of snack which could be put
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in bowls at each table so members could immediately settle in at a table
and begin the sharing time.

How Does the Group Deal with Conflict and Difficult
Relationships?
One of the surprising side effects of the study group during the first year
at Warren was that the amount of conflict in the school increased. War-
ren was a typical school in that conflict was something to be avoided.
Teachers talked about each other behind the scenes and avoided people
whom they disliked or disagreed with. Various cliques had formed within
the school, and rarely did teachers associate with someone out of their
own clique. The study group brought everyone together in a context
where they needed to talk with each other about beliefs that were sig-
nificant to them as teachers. Differences of opinion and personality
clashes could no longer remain hidden. They came above ground—not
always in the group itself, but often in the hallways after the meeting.

These same issues of conflict have emerged in other study groups
as well. In one group, divisions among teachers that went back twenty
years—when some went on strike and others did not—had to be discussed
before the study group could proceed. In other groups, conflicts have
reflected long-term racial, political, and theoretical divisions between
teachers, power structures that are well embedded into the life of the
school, and differences related to participation in particular programs,
such as intermediate and primary, bilingual, and gifted programs.

We realized first of all that it was better for the conflict to come
out in the open than to fester below the surface. We also had to recog-
nize that conflict plays an essential role in our growth as educators and
as people. If everyone agrees on everything, there’s really nothing to
discuss and no reason to meet. It’s through conflict and difference that
we are challenged to define our theory and articulate what we believe.
In fact, we would argue that if there is no conflict in a group, something
is wrong, either in relationships or in the choice of topic under discus-
sion.

However, conflict can turn nasty and personal. We made clear dis-
tinctions between challenging someone’s perspective and personally at-
tacking that person. Facilitators played a key role in making this distinc-
tion, stepping in immediately to facilitate the talk if it became too per-
sonal or heated. If the conversation turned to personal conflicts, the fa-
cilitator often redirected the conversation back to broader professional
issues. For example, in one discussion the intermediate teachers felt they
were being attacked by the primary teachers on issues related to the con-
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duct of their students in the hallways and in the cafeteria. The primary
teachers believed that the rules weren’t being followed and that particu-
lar intermediate teachers weren’t doing their job. The intermediate teach-
ers felt that the primary teachers didn’t understand ten- and eleven-year
old children and assumed they were the same as six-year-olds. When it
became clear that the discussion was dissolving into teachers blaming
teachers, the facilitator asked a broader question about teachers’ beliefs
about discipline and the need for consistency across teachers. This was a
more productive discussion and teachers found common ground in some
of their basic beliefs, even though there were differences in their practices.

In another case, a group discussed differences in their beliefs about
whether or not children need to know mathematical facts. While every-
one accepted the need for children to use mathematics as a way to think
through problems and not just fill in math worksheets, some believed
that children also needed some drill on facts while others did not. Com-
plicating this discussion was a strong personal conflict between several
of the teachers who took opposite sides on this issue. The group quickly
dissolved into a strong clash in which no one listened to the other per-
son, but rushed to quickly make the next point. When the facilitator was
drawn into the heated debate, she directed the discussion back to broader
issues about mathematics as a way of thinking and problem solving, in
which calculations played a role but weren’t the primary focus of atten-
tion. She asked whether it might be an issue of emphasis rather than elimi-
nation of approaches and pointed out that it appeared that some people
seemed to be in agreement but were using different language.

We learned a lot from this experience and have used those under-
standings in other sessions where discussion became heated. One strat-
egy the facilitator can use in this situation is to slow down the conversa-
tion so that members really listen to each other instead of immediately
jumping in with their comments. Sometimes the facilitator restates what
someone has said and then checks with that person, “Is this what you are
saying?” The facilitator can also stop members from interrupting each
other, asking them to hold their comments until that person has finished
talking. Another strategy is to invite others to participate by asking if
anyone else has a perspective on the particular issue.

It’s also important to decide when a further discussion of the is-
sue is no longer productive—the discussion is going around in circles
with the same points being made. At that point, it’s often helpful to say
“Let’s agree to disagree on this point” and ask the group what other is-
sues they would like to discuss related to the focus of that meeting. An-
other possibility is to ask if anyone has professional reading that might
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be used for the next session to provide some clarity on the issue.
There may be some group members who assume that any challenge

is a personal attack. For them, differences of opinion are always to be
avoided. In a literature discussion of adult books from multicultural per-
spectives, several members challenged one person’s interpretation of a
novel. Their comments were not personal criticisms, but meant to offer
another interpretation from the one he was proposing. However, he saw
this difference of opinion as an attack and stopped coming to the group.
He felt unsafe in a situation where members challenged each other’s
thinking as a way to push their understandings. Despite individuals go-
ing to him privately, he was unwilling to rejoin the group.

One of the most difficult issues we faced were strained personal
relationships between group members. Sometimes these related to past
histories and conflicts. Other times, there was a clash of personalities,
values, or lifestyles of individuals who wouldn’t normally choose to be in
a group together. All of us have faced situations where we simply do not
get along with another individual because of these differences.

Within the group, we had to clarify that the purpose of the group
wasn’t that everyone like each other on a personal level. That was an
unrealistic and inappropriate goal for the group. It was our goal that we
understand each other as professionals, whether we agreed or not. Within
sessions, the facilitator needed to be aware of conflicts that were personal,
rather than professional in nature and facilitate the talk accordingly.

One of the changes we noted over time was in relation to people’s
attitudes toward each other. In the end-of-the-year interviews, teachers
talked about these changes. At the end of the first year, several talked
about their personal dislike of particular individuals and how difficult it
was to listen to that person in the group. By the end of the second year,
those same teachers talked about being able to tolerate that person in
the group. And by the end of the third year, they talked about gaining a
sense of respect for those individuals even though they still disagreed
professionally and had little social interaction with them. They had de-
veloped a professional relationship without feeling they also had to have
a personal relationship with that person.

What about Group Members Who Dominate or Remain
Silent?
Everyone has experienced being part of a discussion that is dominated
by several individuals while others sit silently. Both responses are a con-
cern within a study group. It is inevitable that some members will talk
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more than others and in many cases other members value the contribu-
tions of those individuals and encourage their talk. We don’t see this as
a problem unless their contributions keep others out of the conversation.

We never completely solved the issue of particular individuals domi-
nating the discussion, but we did try several strategies. Our most com-
mon strategy was to step in as a facilitator to invite others to contribute.
It was important to first acknowledge the dominator’s contribution so
that the person did not feel dismissed and then ask if anyone else had
something to share about the issue under discussion. In one extreme case,
one of us met with the teacher who was dominating the discussions and
shared transcripts of study group sessions so she could see how her talk
was negatively affecting the group. We wanted her to understand that she
made valuable contributions to the group but was taking so much talk
time that others were growing increasingly resentful of her presence.

The contrasting situation is group members who rarely or never
talk. Inviting these members to share needs to be done carefully so they
don’t feel that attention is focused on them in an embarrassing way. Of-
ten, even if these individuals have something to say, they are unwilling to
push their way into a discussion. The talk in some of our sessions was very
intense, with comments flying quickly back and forth across the room.
The most effective strategy was for the facilitator to watch for a brief space
and to slow down the conversation by asking, “Is there anyone who hasn’t
had a chance to share who wants to say something?” By quickly making
eye contact with those who have not been talking, a facilitator can en-
courage them to make a comment without embarrassing them by call-
ing on them.

Kathy found that the discussions in the principal study group were
often so intense that group members had to speak over one another in
order to get their voices into the discussion. The person who spoke the
loudest and didn’t give up was able to get the floor. As a facilitator, Kathy
carefully watched the group to see when the quieter individuals had some-
thing to say but were not successfully pushing their way into the conver-
sation. In those cases, she pushed her way into the discussion and turned
the floor over to those persons.

We also recognize that individuals should have the right to choose
not to talk. Silence is not necessarily an indication that the person feels
silenced. Some individuals listen thoughtfully and only occasionally make
a short statement. When they do talk, others listen carefully out of re-
spect for that person’s thoughtfulness. In other cases, some people feel
overwhelmed by the newness of the study group context and need time
to listen to the conversations and figure out how they fit within the group.
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Others wait until they feel a sense of community and trust before being
willing to share.

A related issue is that some members take on the mantle of author-
ity and make statements of fact that shut down discussion. They position
themselves as experts who cannot be questioned, thereby silencing other
participants. Douglas Barnes (1976) makes the distinction between shar-
ing and presenting. Presentational talk involves presenting a view of self
as you want others to see you, but without allowing them to see behind
your carefully constructed facade. This type of talk often relies on state-
ments of authority—“research says” or “everyone knows.” In contrast,
when participants engage in sharing, they abandon their facades and
share personal experiences and beliefs. Sharing “implies collaboration
and the willingness to take in the other’s point of view, rather than hold-
ing it at arm’s length” (p. 110). Barnes goes on to note that whenever we
feel that others judge us and note our inadequacies, we are more likely
to “put on a display” and focus on whether what we are saying is accept-
able.

Barnes further distinguishes between replying and assessing. Re-
plying consists of carefully listening to what someone says and building
from that comment. To reply is to signal that the person has been taken
seriously and to encourage the person to extend the conversation. In
contrast, assessing involves judging someone’s comment. There is no
room for a difference of opinion or continued discussion because the
person’s comment has been measured against an external standard and
found lacking. Replying talk is an invitation to continue a conversation
while assessing shuts down the talk. In his research, Barnes found that
when sharing and replying dominate a discussion, participants are en-
couraged to “bring out existing knowledge to be reshaped by new points
of view” (p. 111).

In the first year of the Warren/Maldonado group, Kathy realized
that the group was experiencing difficulty with presentational and assess-
ing talk. She brought Barnes’s work to share with the group and to have
an open discussion about how this talk was affecting the group and al-
lowing some people to dominate while others were silenced. Without
“naming names,” the group discussed these types of talk and ways to en-
courage collaboration and exploration.

Silencing also occurs when people hold views that are not shared
by the majority of the group. Often this perspective is that of teachers
who take a more conservative or traditional approach to teaching. If they
do share, two responses tend to dominate. One is to immediately assess
that person’s comments and to dismiss or judge them as “out-of-date.”
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The other is to simply accept the comments but not respond or challenge
that person in any way. Neither of these responses are productive in the
long run. The first silences that individual and often leads to the person
dropping from the group. The second does not create a context of growth
and learning and can lead to relativism where every idea is considered
equally worthy.

Our experience is that the most productive response is to accept
and listen to that person’s perspective, asking clarifying questions and
restating to make sure the group really understands what is being said.
Before responding in any way, it’s important that the individual feels that
the group has listened. In many cases, the individual has taken a big risk
by talking about a perspective that is not shared by others in the group.
After listening, group members can then share their own perspectives
and talk from personal experience about why they believe something
different. Their response isn’t “You’re wrong and here’s why” but “In my
experience, I’ve found that . . . ”

One of the Warren sessions focused on collaborative curriculum
and students asking their own questions. Group members were clearly
in support of moving away from more traditional approaches to curricu-
lum and teacher/student relationships. In the midst of this discussion,
Bill commented that he had read an article about a Catholic high school
that used a traditional approach and was very successful in graduation
rates. He stated, “They never ask their students what they want to learn.”
A member of the group responded by asking him to talk more about the
high school, encouraging Bill to extend his comments even though they
appeared to be a direct contradiction to the feelings of the rest of the
group. As the group continued talking about the high school, they raised
questions about how success is measured, ways to support students in
asking their own questions, and the role of community support and in-
volvement. By using replying rather than assessing talk, they were able
to continue the discussion despite major theoretical differences in their
points of view.

In another Warren session, the group talked about moving away
from assertive discipline and punishment to having the class develop rules
and consequences that fit the broader principles of living in that room.
James finally stated, “But five years ago assertive discipline was the district’s
answer to what was wrong in classrooms and now we are supposed to do
this until five years from now when something else comes along and then
we’ll change our minds.” James clearly supported a punishment approach
and was taking a risk by sharing this with the rest of the group. Debbie
responded by agreeing that there was a problem with the district’s assump-
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tion that one approach was “right” and then changing its mind. After
acknowledging the validity of James’s frustrations with changing district
requirements, she argued, “Should I do what I believe or do something
I’m not comfortable with? This isn’t a question for me of what the dis-
trict wants but what treats kids as human beings.” She went on to talk
about her own struggles and experiences with classroom discipline.

One exception to this response is individuals who purposely “bait”
the group to provoke a heated debate. In those cases, we listen to the
comment but then go on with our discussion without responding. We
don’t ask for clarification or argue because we know from past experi-
ences that the individual really doesn’t want to explore the ideas, but
instead wants to get people upset.

Does Complaining and Venting Have a Place in Study
Groups?
There are times when meetings take on the tone of complaining about
problems. These might be problems within the school or district, con-
flicts with parents and the community, or larger issues involving the state
or federal government. Many times these problems are institutional and
societal issues that have no easy solution. Group members are frustrated
and stressed and the group becomes a place to vent those frustrations.

Some venting is a normal part of the study group. We’ve all been
in situations where having the chance to complain helps us feel better
even though the situation hasn’t changed at all. However, at a particular
point, venting can create a negative tone and take the form of personal
attack or gossip about others. In that situation, the best response is to
direct the discussion to brainstorming possible short-term and long-term
responses to the issue. Participants leave the discussion feeling that some
response is possible instead of feeling more discouraged and weighed
down with these overwhelming large issues.

In a Maldonado discussion, teachers were upset over the principal’s
decision that they turn in lesson plans. The group members complained
about this requirement and their belief that it didn’t fit with their desire
to negotiate curriculum with students. The facilitator finally stated, “If
we are moving in a new direction, then we need a new model for lesson
planning. So how do we share our planning with administration if we are
trying to move to a new model of teaching?” This question gave the group
a more productive direction for their discussion as they moved to brain-
storming other formats for lesson plans.
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Warren teachers spent part of one session venting their frustration
that the district was mandating approaches to curriculum that were pro-
cess- and meaning-centered, but then evaluating students’ learning on
standardized tests that viewed learning as a set of isolated skills. They felt
caught between conflicting mandates for changing their teaching and
raising test scores. The discussion brought this conflict out into the open,
which was important—but the group felt defeated. As facilitator, Kathy
encouraged members to brainstorm and think about ways to prepare
students for the upcoming standardized tests without resorting to isolated
drills. In addition, the group discussed ways to suggest other possibilities
for district assessments.

How Do You Deal with Side Conversations?
Another problem that some groups experience is multiple conversations
occurring at the same time. Sometimes the discussion becomes so intense
that everyone begins talking at the same time. This can be handled fairly
easily by the facilitator’s getting the attention of the group and saying,
“Everyone is talking at once. Let’s try and sort out the issues one at a
time. Who wants to talk first?”

At other times, the majority of the group is engaged in a discus-
sion while several members quietly have their own conversations. A side
comment here or there with a colleague is a natural group behavior.
However, sometimes we found that these side conversations occurred
continuously and created a context that was disruptive and felt unsafe to
other group members, who weren’t sure what was being said, and to the
speaker, who felt ignored. At Maldonado, the side conversations became
so disruptive that the group had a discussion about what was occurring
and how to handle it.

In other situations, facilitators have used eye contact with the con-
versers to get their attention or have invited them to share their opin-
ions related to the issues under discussion. Another factor to consider is
arranging the seating so that several people are not sitting behind other
group members. The tables should be arranged in circular or rectangu-
lar manner so that everyone is in constant eye contact with other members.

How Do Members Come to Value the Dialogue of a Study
Group?
One of the most difficult issues we faced in our study groups was coming
to value the kind of dialogue that characterizes a study group’s explora-
tions. This dialogue was based in developing thoughtfulness as teachers



126 Teacher Study Groups

about our beliefs and our practices. It did not produce instant results in
that we did not walk away from each meeting with a set of ideas to imple-
ment in our classrooms.

For most teachers in our groups, inservices were the only form of
professional development they had experienced. The effectiveness of the
inservice was judged by whether teachers gained specific information for
their classrooms. They saw theory as “pie in the sky” and did not view
themselves as theoretical. Theory was something professors did in “ivory
towers.”

In the study group, we found ourselves spending a lot of time talk-
ing around issues and reflecting on what we believed and did in our class-
rooms. Many initially saw this reflection as a waste of time. They wanted
to get right to sharing activities and brainstorming new approaches. They
expected the study group to be another inservice, but one in which teach-
ers shared with each other instead of bringing in an outside presenter.
They expected to walk away from each meeting with at least one new class-
room activity without which they considered the meeting a waste of time.
They wanted to “do” things, not reflect on teaching and learning.

While the study group did integrate theory and practice in power-
ful ways, it was characterized by reflective dialogue, not the presentation
of teaching ideas. It took time for us to get to know each other well
enough to talk openly and honestly about what we really believed and
did in our classrooms. As we analyzed the transcripts from the study
groups, we found that it usually took at least a year before the groups
were able to really focus their talk and think deeply and critically together.
During the first year, the talk tended to jump around from topic to topic
and often to skim the surface of a wide range of issues. We believed this
occurred because members needed time to get to know each other and
to find the topics that would be most productive for prolonged dialogue.
While the changes in our dialogue were a natural evolving process, those
who wanted instant results were frustrated and not always willing to go
through that process. “All the group does is talk,” was a frequent com-
plaint.

Over time, we came to value reflection as essential to our role as
professionals. Along with Dewey (1938), we realized that action and re-
flection have to operate in a continuous cycle. Most of us had been so
caught up in action that we never had time to reflect. Dewey points out
that when we act without reflection, we act on other people’s purposes
instead of developing our own purposes. However, when reflection has
not been part of a teacher’s life, it’s hard to value the time that reflec-
tion takes and to see what reflection adds to teaching. The results aren’t
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instantaneous. We gradually came to realize that we were making more
thoughtful decisions in our teaching and weren’t as dependent on out-
side experts to give us new ideas and programs. We got ideas from each
other but more importantly we developed a strong base from which to
create our own ideas. We were able to articulate what we were doing and
why to other educators, parents, and administrators. We felt more in
control of our own teaching and not at the mercy of every new trend.
Those realizations took time and some teachers were not willing to trust
that new insights would eventually emerge from this process of dialogue
and reflection.

There were meetings when we discussed practice in very specific
terms and created classroom engagements with each other. There were
other meetings, however, when we discussed “big” issues like cultural
diversity that were based in teachers’ perspectives, not on specific engage-
ments for the classroom. We had to come to value these “big” issues be-
cause they affected how we thought and interacted with our students,
even though we didn’t immediately see how those changes in perspec-
tive affected our teaching the next day.

We also had to realize that talking about our beliefs is theory. Most
of us saw theory as educational jargon that had to be referenced to par-
ticular theorists, not something we did by reflecting on our beliefs. Our
reflections did not seem like important talk because they didn’t have a
particular “label” or reference.

Confronting these issues is critical to determining whether or not
a group continues or dissolves. One important issue is the need to inte-
grate both theory and practice in discussions. As we mentioned in Chap-
ter 1, if we found that our sessions were focusing on sharing activities,
we took time to step back and talk about why we would do these activi-
ties. If we found ourselves heavily engaged in theoretical discussions, we
made sure that we also reflected on the ways in which these theories could
make a difference in our classrooms—what we could do.

It was also important that several times a year we had reflection
sessions where we sat back as a group and reflected on the group itself,
both the topics we were discussing and the ways in which the group was
functioning. These sessions allowed us to openly discuss how this group
differed from inservices and what was possible and not possible within a
study group format. We saw study groups as part of a larger package of
professional development, not a panacea which would meet all needs.

In addition, it became increasingly apparent to us that the sum-
mer research teams played an important role in revaluing what the study
groups offered to us as professionals. Initially this analysis was only viewed
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as important for research purposes, but gradually we realized that it was
essential to the continuing growth of the groups.

Conclusion
The issues we raised in this chapter are ones we have dealt with in our
study groups. Through facing these struggles and making mistakes, we
learned how to avoid pitfalls that could have led to frustration and the
disintegration of the group. Our responses and strategies may not fit your
group and there may be other struggles that your group will encounter.
Remember that these problems and struggles are part of human rela-
tionships, particularly within a study group context that highlights dia-
logue and collaborative thinking. They aren’t an indication that some-
thing is wrong. Our study group sessions weren’t wonderful all the time.
There were times we weren’t sure we wanted to continue, but we did
because we found over and over that what we gained from the study group
experience was worth the struggle and the times of frustration.

The primary issue that we faced was to create a context that sup-
ported dialogue so that members of the group could use talk to think
with each other. The following guidelines summarize our insights into
ways of talking and listening to each other.

Guidelines for Encouraging Dialogue, Listening,
and Communication

Most of the points and examples in these guidelines involve active lis-
tening—signaling to other participants that you are listening to them,
whether or not you agree, and that you want to understand their perspectives.

Some General Ways to Signal Active Listening

Use attentive body language as someone speaks.

Focus on what the person is saying rather than your reaction to what
the person says.

Try to understand what the person is saying and feeling by putting
yourself in that person’s place. Try to look at the issue from their
perspective for a moment.

Don’t immediately offer advice and suggestions or share your own
experiences. Take time first to hear the thoughts and feelings and to
ask questions to clarify that person’s perspective and experience.

Allow people to speak without interruption when possible.
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Restating What Someone Else Has Said

Restate the most important points from what someone has said with a
question in your voice so that the person can agree or disagree. This
gives others a chance to consider what the person has said, acknowl-
edges that person’s idea, and gives the chance for clarification.

After restating, check to see if you got it right.

Focus on what the speaker is saying, not on whether or not you agree.

Giving Affirmation to Another Person

Listen for feeling words and check to make sure you understand those
feelings. Give the person a chance to clarify how he or she feels.

Empathize:

“You sound really discouraged and tired.”

“Are you angry or just discouraged?”

“It is hard.”

“I think it’s a good practice too.”

“It’s been a bad week for me too.”

“You just needed to think aloud.”

Asking Clarifying Questions about What the Person Has Said

Ask open-ended “how” and “what” questions, but avoid “leading”
questions such as “Don’t you think?” or “Why don’t you?” Also avoid
questions that interrogate and judge the person and put them on the
defensive.

Ask questions for more information or questions that help the
person think of other options.

“Can you tell me more about . . . ?”

“What else could have you done?”

“So you’re saying . . . ?”

“Why do you think that happened?”

“Is that what you were saying? Did I just say what you said or did
you say something different?”

“Why does it bother you?”

Ask open questions, not closed questions with one answer. For
example, “How is that important to you?” not “Is that important to
you?” Ask, “What were you feeling?” not “Were you angry?”
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Referencing Each Other/Acknowledging Another’s Voice

Acknowledge other voices by using words such as the following:

“I thought I heard———offer a suggestion.”

“———brought up an issue last week.”

“Going back to your comment,———, I wonder . . . ”

“I’d like to speak to what you are saying.”

“I’d like to hook into this.”

Inviting Response and Continued Discussion

Use tentative language (maybe, might, could, I wonder) when
sharing an idea.

“That might be interesting if we decide as a group that we’re all
interested in it or we could consider other options. What do you
think?”

“What do the rest of you think about this issue? Has that been your
experience?”

“What are other issues you’ve been thinking about?”

Allow short periods of silence to process what is being said.

Offering Alternatives
Here are some ways to phrase suggestions:

“We might tackle this as a whole group or we could meet in
smaller groups.”

“Well, I was just thinking that maybe . . . ”

“I tried a couple of different strategies when that happened to me.”

Share what you do so that an alternative is suggested, rather than
judging someone else’s approach.

Encouraging More Voices

Provide opportunities for everyone in the group to speak.

“Let’s spend time and think about it. We’ve heard from a few
people. What do others of you think?”

“It looks like so much is happening in your classroom. Could you
talk to us about what you are doing?”

“Do you want to share today?” [Directed at a person]

“What comes to your mind? What are your concerns?”
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Challenging but Not Negating or Judging

Here are sample ways in which you could challenge from a positive
stance:

“So what was the point of the game?”

“I don’t think I understand why you were doing that activity.”

A person feels negated and unheard when the next person’s com-
ment starts, “But . . . ” with a clear indication that the speaker has
been rejected instead of first being asked to clarify his or her perspec-
tive.

Another way to negate is to tell someone what he or she means
instead of restating and asking “Is that what you mean?” Telling
assumes you know what the speaker has said and the speaker often
feels misinterpreted.

Really listen to the other person; don’t use that person’s  talk time to
plan your response.

Strategies for Working through Someone’s Specific Issue

Ask many clarifying questions or restate what the person is saying to
try and clarify the issue.

Try to get at the broader questions behind the specific question.

Suggest strategies so the person can answer his or her own question,
instead of giving answers.

Share an example from your own classroom as one possibility.

Instead of making “you” statements (“You should do this”),
make “I” statements (“I’ve tried this”).

Give a suggestion based on what the person is already doing.

Signaling That You Are Feeling under Attack

Clearly state that the issue is of major importance to you and some-
thing you are deeply concerned about so that others realize the
extent of your feelings.

Make direct statements to let others know how you feel:

“I don’t know if you are attacking me or really asking me a
question.”

“I don’t know if you are challenging me or if it’s just the way you
responded to me.”


