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Overview

Study groups are a form of job-embedded professional learning and informal research in which teaches and/or staff members meet at school by grade levels, departments, or special needs. Participants may read, research, and share knowledge about professional development needs of individuals or the school.

Whole-Faculty Study Groups (WFSG), on which this chapter focuses, include every faculty member at a school as a member of the study group.  Each study group comprises a few individuals joining to increase their capacities to help students reach high levels of performance.  Each small study group follows the same process for WFSG’s, beginning with faculty analyzing data to identify student needs.  Faculty then form study groups, and each group develops an action plan.  In the plan, teachers describe in detail the specific student need they will address, and what teachers will do when the study group meets to address this need.

WFSG’s help teaches acquire and develop knowledge and skills in a collaborative setting.  WFSG leader ask the following crucial questions about what teachers should know and be able to do:

· What do students need teachers to do so teachers have a deep knowledge of what they teach?

· What do students need teachers to do so teachers will be more skillful in how they teach?

These questions may have an unfamiliar ring and may have to be discussed more than once so teachers know that the focus of learning is on what teachers need to do to become more skillful in meeting student needs.

The heart of the WSFG process is:

· What teachers do to develop greater understanding of what they teach.

· What teachers do to become more knowledgeable about what they teach.

· What teachers investigate.

· What teachers to become more skillful in the classroom with students.

The “what” is the content of the study groups.  The process by itself, though, has little power to change what teachers do with students.  Without substantive, intellectually rigorous work, the process can be perceived as a waste of time.

Guidelines give the process a structure.  A set of fifteen (15) WFSG process guidelines is one element that distinguishes WFSG from other collaborative designs.  The guidelines facilitate and strengthen an individual’s capacity to be fully involved in collaborative work; they actually attempt to manage group dynamics to keep the attention on the work.

Another purpose of the guidelines is to standardize the process to everyone benefits from what has been learned in the many schools that have used WFSG’s.  Procedures and processes have been standardized over the sixteen years that the authors have used and replicated the process (Murphy and Lick, 2001).  Replication is possible because the work has been done in high schools, middle schools, and elementary schools; schools in cities such as Detroit, Seattle, San Diego, and New York; schools in rural communities in Georgia, New York, and Kansas; and schools in suburban areas near Atlanta, Seattle, and Miami.  Schools with as many as 3,000 students and 250 faculty members have used the study group process as well as schools as small as 300 students with fewer than 10 staff members.  Study groups have been utilized in schools that were 100% African-American, 100% Caucasian, and 90% Hispanic; and schools where more than a dozen languages were spoken.  Because the work is continuous in schools, the procedures and process are continuing to evolve.

As a middle school teacher in Springfield, MA., wrote. “My Whole-Faculty Study Group was the best professional development experiences I have had.  We work towards school goals, share professional experiences, look at student work, and feel like professionals”.

Typically, WSFG’s are contained with the local School Improvement Plan.  The improvement plan should provide direction to the individual study groups and can be modified as groups identify practices to be implemented school-wide.  Often, an Instructional Council or School Leadership Team comprised of representatives from different study groups can coordinate the work across study groups.  The system is designed to blend different professional learning into a coherent whole.  What groups learn converges and the focus is on classroom implementation to benefit students.  For example:

· Teachers might attend district or organization sponsored workshops and return to share their learnings with their colleagues in study groups.

· Teacher might attend university courses and return to integrate their learnings with their colleagues in study groups.

· Teachers might be working with a consultant on improving classroom and school practices then uses the study group to help problems solve the implementation of these new practices.
· Teachers might share what they have learned from articles, books, or video programs with their study groups.
· Study groups might serve as the home for action research projects with teachers and staff collecting data; developing strategies; implementing new practices; and evaluating the impact of those practices.

· Study group members may coach each other and observe in one another’s classrooms.

· Study groups can yield powerful learning materials that can be used as professional portfolios for reflection and action.

WFSG’s can be the units that transform individual professional development into true organization development.  Each group’s impetus comes from examining student performance data; learning about what the data means; developing strategies to address what the data indicates; implementing new practices; and integrating the work of the study group into the school improvement planning process.  This linkage ensures that all professionals are polishing their repertoires of knowledge and skills throughout their careers through reflection and study of the profession with colleagues.
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