
RUNNING A WORKSHOP    
Using local teacher networks to promote professional development
Teachers, often working in very isolated situations, work to overcome many problems and use their training and experience to teach in the most effective way possible. Over time they build up very useful experience and knowledge.  We call this pedagogical wisdom.  However such wisdom will always be limited unless they also use outside opportunities to develop themselves professionally as well. For teachers living in isolated rural areas this is difficult as they are far from the usual sources of support and development. 

However, if they are part of a local subject teacher network (cluster), they have a very valuable resource right on their doorstep – the collective pedagogical wisdom of all the teachers in the group. The rich diversity of situations means that, amongst other things, each teacher will have: (i) their own experience of training and development; (ii) worked in a school that has its own challenges and opportunities; (iii) continually worked to solve problems to make their teaching more effective. Together this provides a VERY rich resource for continuing professional development of all in the network.  In this way, rather than stagnating and getting dispirited in their isolation, teachers can continue to grow, enjoy their work and become even more effective teachers.
What is needed for professional development to happen via a local network?
A shift in the way you think about continuing professional development. 

Current thinking about professional development is that (i) outside “experts”- subject advisors, NGOs or tertiary institutions are the providers of such development and (ii) teachers are the recipients of their efforts. Teachers generally do not see that they have a responsibility to work to actively develop themselves professionally. They seem not to see that is part of what it means to be a professional. The “providers” on the other hand, see providing opportunities for the professional development  of teachers as their responsibility, rather than to act as a resource and to support initiatives that teachers take to develop themselves. Clearly, a fundamental change in thinking is required from both parties about responsibility and ways of promoting the continuing professional development of teachers. 
All this does not imply that all professional development should happen through teacher-led workshops. Outside resource people clearly also have a valuable role to play. The issue in that instance is usually, what efforts they have made to identify the needs of the group that they may be running the workshop with? The most effective such workshops are ones where the outside resource forms part of the team with locals that will present. 
A commitment by all to make teacher-driven professional development work. 

Because of the above mindset problem, many teachers are not willing to take initiative or agree to help run a workshop amongst peers. For such a thing to happen, each teacher in the group needs to be prepared to play their part fully and not sit back and wait for others to do the work. This means things like: 

· being prepared to contribute positively in meetings and not just be a “passive recipient”; 

· a preparedness to reveal your ignorance by volunteering answers or opinions in a meeting, or by voicing out problems (conceptual science content or methodology issues) that you may have; etc.
· volunteering to run a workshop session around an area of need. A teacher may volunteer on his/her own, or be part of a small team, to run and facilitate a workshop. This does not necessarily mean that you need to be an “expert” on the topic, but it does mean doing some homework in order to facilitate a workshop on the topic.  
Self-belief. 
As a teacher you really need to believe that you have something worth sharing and that other teachers have something they can learn from you. 

Self-confidence. 
You need to feel confident enough to risk revealing your ignorance by asking questions, or making comments or suggestions in meetings. It is very difficult to run a meeting/workshop where most sit in silence and expect others to do the talking and work.
Group trust and confidence. 
You need to feel comfortable amongst your peers when asking questions or making suggestions, despite the risk of revealing your ignorance. Everyone needs to feel that each teacher has something worth sharing and that they can learn from each other. (Some guidance on how this trust and confidence can be built is given later in these notes)
What kinds of things can be dealt with in such workshops or meetings?
Sharing of problems. 
The problems could be very varied and include things like: 
· Weak understanding of  topics or concepts in the curriculum; 
· Problems on how to teach particular concepts; 
· the use of a particular piece of apparatus or performing particular experiments; 
· Setting an investigation – open ended but enough guidance for learners to have a go.

· classroom management issues; 
· resource problems – like a piece of equipment that they don’t know or can’t get to work;
· strategies for keeping equipment or resources organised and up to date;

· assessment problems.   
Sharing of new ideas. 
It could include things like: 
· a clever or alternative way of presenting a tricky concept to students;
·  a piece of improvised apparatus or resource material they have developed for teaching something; 
· A resource (e.g. poster; curriculum or resource materials; some form of improvisation; piece of equipment; an assessment procedure; etc) that they have recently developed or encountered and found interesting and useful;
· an easier way of organising their equipment and other resources (a huge challenge for most science teachers); 
· ways of tackling the problems with learning in a second language;

· ways of developing science process skills with large classes;
· ways of involving learners in science investigations;
· clever ways to make demonstrations more effective;

· organising group learning;
Workshop of ideas and activities around an agreed topic. 
This could include things like:
· Working on the teaching of a difficult or problematic concept or topic in the curriculum
· Planning a teaching programme or section of work
· Assessment matters e.g. developing higher level questions; critiquing sample test or examination papers; testing practical work or science process skills; alternative forms of assessment.
· Practical work and developing ideas on improvised apparatus
· Developing teaching aids

· Developing teaching games

· Organising and assessing science investigations 

What foundations need to be laid BEFORE embarking on teacher-led workshops?

Your group will have a complete mix of characters: shy; extrovert; aggressive; confident; introverted; friendly; miserable; dominating; etc. As always in rural areas, there will also be newcomers who will be unsure of themselves and will value guidance.
Whatever the composition of the group, work needs to be done to build up trust and confidence so that all can feel free and confident to participate fully in the meetings. A preliminary discussion needs to take place, where issues of trust and respect are raised. 
It is also important to spend time discussing the whole business of engaging in professional development through teacher-led workshops. Through this you will work towards developing a common understanding and vision for the group. 

The following are some of the issues need to be discussed:

· What resources for professional development are available to the group? (People are, by far, your biggest resource)
· How can members be used as a resource for professional development?

· What are the obstacles to using members as a resource to run workshops for the group?

· What can be done to overcome these obstacles?

· How can the group work to create a climate of trust and respect that will make it easy for members to (i) volunteer to facilitate and run a workshop and (ii) contribute easily in a meeting or workshop? (A useful technique that often works is for a person to distance the problem away from themselves: e.g. “learners quite often find ..... difficult. What is a good way to explain it?”, or, “I have heard other teachers say ....”)
· What needs to be done to develop a programme of development for the group?
At the end of the day, the ideal would be that group members recognise that:

· The prime responsibility for professional development rests with teachers and they should use their initiative to make it happen.

· The local network provides a viable structure for promoting development, where the common pedagogical wisdom of its members is used as a resource.
· Members should be prepared to volunteer (individually or in a team) to run a workshop around issues identified by the group as areas of concern.

· Increased sensitivity is needed to support and encourage all to contribute easily and positively to meetings and workshops (perhaps a “gatekeeper” can be appointed for each meeting to monitor and facilitate interactions).
· A deliberate programme (with dates) to support development within the group is drawn up annually.

How do you plan and run a workshop for your peers?
Ideally, the topic for the workshop will be identified through discussion at an earlier meeting of the group. From that you will have some idea of what the focus for the workshop should be. There should also be an understanding amongst members that, whilst you (or your team) will be responsible running the workshop, others will be expected to bring and share any ideas they may have on the topic.
Before the workshop

· Do the necessary reading and background research around the topic to build up your confidence and provide you with a source of ideas around which to plan and run the workshop.

· Brainstorm for ideas on what might be included in the workshop. This could include things like:
· Identifying particular concepts or sections of the topic that need to be addressed
· Particular teaching ideas or methodologies that can be used in dealing with the topic

· Activities (practical, written or oral) that the group might engage in
· Equipment or materials that might be needed
· Everyday examples that can be used to make the topic interesting and relevant
· Assessment items that might be used as a basis for discussion

· Ideas on how you might facilitate the sharing of ideas and contributions from other members

· Draw up a plan for the workshop, including a time budget for each session and breaks.
A possible plan may look something like this:

1. Plan for the workshop, with time budget. (To let people know what they are in for)
2. Identifying areas of difficulty. (A discussion where teachers can raise their problems in the topic – a hidden expression of hope that a teacher may have from the workshop) 
3. Presentation and programme of activities on the topic. This might include things like:

i. Dealing with and clarifying understanding of tricky concepts (science content)

ii. Practical experiments (demo or group work)
iii. Discussion around how you might present elements of the topic to learners (methodology) and analogies/examples/demonstrations etc that you might use.

iv. Discussion of assessment items you could use to elucidate or consolidate.
v. Discussion around a plan of lessons (approach to the topic) that you might use to cover the topic(This will be the main part of the workshop – where your ideas are shared and members work on activities and discussions that will hopefully take them forward)
4.  Sharing of ideas on the teaching of the topic by other members of the group
5. Final sharing of any problems in small groups and then in plenary. (This is a time that is deliberately scheduled into the programme so that teachers know that there will be an opportunity to discuss any niggling problems they are wrestling with)
6. Closing comments. (This is the time to draw things together and to handle any unfinished business of the group. It might also be opportune to identify the topic and people for the next workshop if this has not already been done). 
What are useful tips for running a successful workshop?
· Remember that there are no “experts” in this game – you and your colleagues are there to learn from each other. You are just the facilitator who has agreed to do a bit of work to make it happen this time. Making mistakes, or not having all the answers, is what it is all about. Relax and just do your best. Your colleagues are not sitting in judgement on you.

· Thorough planning and preparation is key to your success. It will also boost your confidence.

· Do any experiments that will be done in the workshop beforehand. In this way you will build up confidence as well as get further ideas and find out exactly what bits and pieces will be needed on the day.

· Think out and plan any group work out carefully so that it flows smoothly. It is often useful to prepare “kits” (packages) of apparatus that will be needed by each group rather than to lose precious time distributing individual bits in the workshop.
· Make sure that you plan a time-budget – i.e. how long you will need for each element of the overall programme. Share the workshop plan, including the time budget, with your colleagues and then try to keep to it.
· Take care that you don’t make the session “teacher dominated”. Don’t present the workshop as though you were teaching students (providing a model lesson), you are dealing with teachers who, although they may have problem areas, already know a lot about the topic. Your role should be more focussed on how you would approach the teaching of a concept (“This is the way I approach this”) and as a facilitator to get people to share their ideas as well. Give space to others to share their ideas, knowledge and experience. 

· Allow plenty of opportunity for members to be actively involved in the learning process – either through practical activity or in a group discussion and plenary (whole group) sharing of ideas. Also, remember that you are working with colleagues – not teaching learners.
· If you plan for small group activity, remember to allow time for feedback to the plenary group from the groups afterwards.
· It is often a good idea to deliberately schedule opportunity for general problems to be shared and discussed in smaller groups rather than plenary. Shy people are more likely to open out in smaller groups as they are less threatening. Any unsolved or more difficult problems can always be taken through to the plenary group.

· Plan for short breaks – but be aware that they always carry a risk of being exploited and end up taking longer than planned. Maybe you should also work to establish some agreed “time rules” with members.
· Try to start the workshop at the scheduled time – even if all are not yet present. Besides helping you to keep to your plan, word will soon go out that that is what it is all about. (It will also help to ease your frustration levels).
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