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THE MAIN CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES OF JUNICR SECONDARY TEACHERS:
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The purpose of this paper is to use data from an Australia wide survey of secondary school teachers
to describe the main kinds of teaching activities they use and to report discrepancies between their actual
practice and that which they would ideally choose. Data on a variety of influences which bear on teachers'
actions are also described and analysed. Underlving the study is a concern with teachers' decision-making
and the forces which shape thelr actions. What is supposed is a dynamic equilibrium between external
pressures which tend to define and limit the teacher’'s actions and efforts by the teacher to deal with

teaching situations in his own terms.

PRELIMINARY EXPLORATIONS OF TEACHERS' VIEWPOINTS

The first step in exploring these aspects of teachers' decision making was to conduct prelimipary
open-ended interviews in seven Brisbane metropolitan secondary schoels. In each case, a group of from five
to aight teachers concerned mainly with grades 8 to 10 was interviewsd. It was intended that these
interviews should provide the kinds of questions and categories which could be used in a formal question-—

naire survey of a national sample of teachers.l

Bach interview took the form of a series of lead questions as an invitation for free discussion.
The interviewer asked supplementary guestions as & means of clarification and follow up, but these were not
standardized. The lead questions asked about the planning of programs or curricula in the school,
difficulties encountered, and ways of coping with them. The main clarifying gquestions were framed in terms
of bhoth the school and the subiect department. They sought information on who make particular decisions,
how much say the teachers felt they had, how they went about particular activities, why they did them in a

particular way, and what were the alternatives.

An analysis of the statements transcribed from these interviews suggested several interacting

dimensions of concern:

(i} characteristics of the learning experiences provided for students, such as teacher cbiectives,
selection of content, classroom and school erganization, provision and use of rescurces,
motivation and discipline, and evaluation and feedback to students and teacher;

(ii) demands and constraints beyend the teachers' control; and
(iii} attitudes expressed about demands and constraints such as school organization, syllabus
requirements, students, administration, the education departmwent, and sometimes other teachers,

and aboul teaching methods and classroom organization.

It was these categories which were jater incorporated into the questionnaire. However, one other
thing became clear from the teachers' responses. It is that day to day feaching and planning for teaching
pose many points of conflict. Blanche Geer (1971) has already proposed a cenflict model of teaching entail-
ing competition between the pupils themselves, bargaining between teacher and pupils for the definition of
the rules of behaviour, and, in the extreme case, revolts which the teacher must put down. These themes
came throuéh in our data also, but, in addition, theve was evidence of a variety of types of conflict which

emerge as the teacher attempts to define his roles and the extent of his responsibilities.

In order to develop a somewhat firmer base from which to examine teacher perceptions, the scheme
shown in Figure 1 was developed as a heuristic model. Central to this scheme are two sources of influence.
The first source is that of internal influences - knowledge, viewpoints, information processing capacities,
and the like, which are part of the personality of the teacher. The second source is what the teacher
perceives as external influences ~ syllabus demands, congtraints of time, resources, class size, student
abilities and wotivation, that is, pressures, demands, and constraints from system, school, parents, and
students. These two sets of influences are seen as determining the teacher's planning, decisions, and
actions in the first Instance., Tt is also supposed that each teacher has a notion of ideal actions which he

would like to see himself undertaking, and these may be compared with what he actually does. The comparison

1. ERDC funded project. Others invelved were Mr. L. Logan, Dr. B. Carss, Mrs. T. Greco-Wdhrle,
Mr. J. Wilmut, and Dr. K. de Berg. '



24

igs symbolized by "C" in the diagram. Actions in turn lead tec conseguent events. Once again there may be a

discrepancy between what the teacher perceives to happen and what he would ideally like to happen.

Figure 1 also portrays a feedback loop. BAs a result of the comparison between ideal and actual
actions and consequences, the teacher may trxy different actions, at a simple response level, or reformulate
his plans and decisions at a more deliberative level. In a mere far-veaching way, he may alter his appreci-
ation of the external influences or seek to change his own ideas, skills, and ideals., Where the differences
petween ideal and actual cannot be resolved by planning and action, or where discrepancies between internal

and external influences cannot be reduced, there is potential for felt conflict.

This scheme is a very general one which may be applied to particular situations, be they interaction
with children or other teachers, oy long term cycles of planning, teaching, and assessment. Not all the
influences reside in the school situation. The teacher may change his cognition of teaching through such
background experiences as participation in professional associations, inservice education activities, or
through response to community pressures and social change. Similarly, what he sees as external influences

may come not only from the school and its immediate community but from system demands and constraints.
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Figure l: Schematic Representation of Teacher Actions

Figure 1 acted as a guide, in this investigation, in formulating both a questionnaire survey and a
more intensive study of the actions and responses of some teachers in a single school. It is to the first

of these that the remainder of this paper is addressed.

TEACHERS' ACTIONS

The questiconnaire survey was designed to obtain information on as many aspects as possible of the
zcheme cutlined akove., The original trial guestionnaire was completed wholly cr in part by 30 teachers
from é secondary schools, 4 government and 2 non-government. The teachers from each school were then
interviewed as a group and their comments on format, task difficulty, clarity of questions, and suitability
of guestions were recorded. From these comments a new questionnaire with the present format was designed.
This qaesﬁionnaire was in turn trialled with 38 teachers who were students at B.BE4. and M.Ed. levels in the
University of Queensland and 8 teachers in one high school, The resulting comments were again used for
modification and the final version produced. This version was completed and discussed by four teachers to
assess length, clarity and suitability of items. & decision was made not te ask any one teacher in the
gurvey to complete all items, but to use overlapping sets of 18 items each for the main ciuestions on
influences. Six versions of the questionnaire, each asking the responding teachers to attribute influences
to a different group of 18 activities were produced. The time reguired to complete the final version was

about B0 minutes.

The questionnaire was in two parts. Part 1, which is discussed in these papers, had two sections

each concerned with 36 statements of teaching or planning activities. (In the first section, only 18 would
be responded to by any one teacher in the survey.) The 36 items were categorised as follows:

Selection of content 3 Expected outcomes Learning c¢limate 12 Choice

Class organization 4 and experiences & Assessment and Feedback B8 of Resources 3

To ¢omplete Part 1 of the guestionnaire, the respondents were asked to give details of a particular
class from grades 7 to 10 that they taught and to refer to thig class consistently when answering Part 1.

For each activity item, they were asked two guestions:
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I. Who or what act{s} as an encouragement or pressure to your doing this activity with this

class (select up fto FOUR most important INPLUENCES if any).

IT. Who or what act({s} as a hindrance or discouragemenl to your doing this with this class?

(Select up to FPOUR most important INFLUENCES 1if any).

Accompanying the activity items was a set of 27 influences, labelle@ A, B ... %, $%, which include
both internal and external influences. The statements in the activity items refer alsc to planning and

classroom actions. Apbreviated activity items are given in Table 1.

The second section of Part 1 listed all 36 activities statements in a random order. The teacher
was asked to state on a five point scale {1 = never, 2 = seldom, 3 = sometimes, 4 = frequently, § = all or
most of the time) the extent to which he actually carried out the activities and the extent to which he

would ideally like to carry out the activities with his class.

Initially the sample of teachers was to consist of 12 teachers and the principal from each of
133 schools, 20 chosen randomly from each state, 10 from the ACT and 3 from the Nerthern Territory. In the
event, because many schools did not accept the invitation to participate, only 70 schools were invelved,
and & total of 772 teachers. The teachers inveolved taught at least 12 hours per week at the grade 7 to 10
level, and were representative of their staffs on the basis of subjects taught. FEach version of the
questionnaire was sent to two teachers in each school. In this way it was possible to use half the total

sampie for any one item.

The first data to examine are those which relate to the ratings of actual freguency of certain
activities in comparison with the ideal freguences. The mean ratings for each, the differences between
means, the corresponding standard deviations,and the correlations between ideal and actual ratings, all

for the total sample, are set out in Table 1.

The standard deviations for the ratings of actual freguency of use vary from 0.7 o 1.2, and for
ideal from 0.6 to 1.2. That is, some of these practices are much more variable than others in the
frequency with which teachers use them. The least variable, and among the most used and valued activities,
are use of encouragement and approval and praise. The extent of variation indicates that caution must bhe

used in generalizing from the means.

The correlations (TAU B) between actual and ideal frequencies of use fall between 0.44 and 0.75,
but the majority are in the range .50 to .60. The generally moderate correlations suggest that there is

considerable variation in the extent to which teachers' practices match their ideals.

GROUPTINGS OF THE ACTIVITY ITEMS

Before detailed consideration of the patterns of mean ratings in Table 2, some regrouping of the
items may help in interpreting the results. The groups shown in Table 1 are based on the a pricri teaching
function of the activities. Three other ways of categorizing them may also be used. The first method
refers to current debates and studies on the extent of autonomy or choice allowed to students in the clasg~
room {(e.g. Bennett, 1976; Campbell, Evans, Philp and Levis, 1977). Those items in Table | marked with a
double asterisk arguably fall into the category of "Student cheice". B different category, which includes
the previous one, comprises those activities (single asterisk) which personalize teaching, providing for

individual attention and task differentiation.

The second means of categorizing is in terms of the data themselves, using, in this case, the mean
ratings on actual frequencies and mean differences between "ideal" and "actual™. This has been done in
Table 2, which clusters the means for "actual” into three groups, and the mean differences into five,
taking sign into account. This bi-classification allows ready inspection of the main stress points, that

is, where teachers wish a significant change in frequency relative to already existing levels of use.

For comparison, those items which on a_priori grounds were judged to entail student choice have
been underlined in Table 2. Five of them fall in the cell of the table representing most dissonance - low
"actual”, large difference, and two of them in the adjacent cell - medium “actual", high difference. Those
items implying personalization, but not necessarily wmuch student choice, have also been marked, with a dot
above the letter. All but one of these have mean I-A differences of .4 or above. There is some suggestion
in these data that intentions to personalize teaching in the schools surveyed remain largely unfulfilled,

while ideals of student autonomy are hardly implemented at all.
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TARLE 1
ACTUAL AND IDEAL RATINGS. TOTAL SAMPLE. (N = 772)
ITEM DESCRIPTION a0 B MEAN sbh
A I I~A A I I-A
Content
Al Teacher choice of content 0.48 3.8 3.8 0.0 1.1 1.0 1.0
kxp2 Limited student choice of content 0.49 2.6 3.3 0.7 1.6 0.8 0.9
**A3 Free student choice of content 0.55 2.2 3.1 0.9 1.0 1.9 0.8
Class Crganization
BL Taik and chalk 0.65 3.2 2.9 -0.3 1.0 0.8 0.7
B2 Small groups, same tasks 0.54 2.8 3.1 0.4 1.1 0.9 0.8
*¥B3 small groups, different tasks 0.44 2.5 3.4 0.9 1.6 0.9 0.9
*Ep4 Individual work 0.51 2.8 3.7 0.9 1.1 0.9 0.9
Expected Qutcomes and Experiences
cl Memorising 0.75 2.5 2.6 0.1 1.0 1.0 0.6
c2 Routine Application 0.67 3.3 1.6 0.2 1.0 1.1 0.7
*C3 Experiences of intrinsic value 0.50 3.1 3.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7
*k (4 Critical discussion 0.54 3.2 4.0 0.8 .9 0.9 0.8
*hCE Analytical yesearch 0.52 3.0 3.9 0.9 G.9 G.9 0.8
*Céh Awareness of activities and values 0.52 3.5 4.3 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.7
Learning Climate +
%Dl Group discussion and cooperaticn 0.58 2.8 3.6 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.8
D2 Encouragement 0.59 4.4 4.7 0.3 0.7 G.86 0.5
D3 Approval and praise 0,59 4.0 4.4 0.4 .7 0.6 0.6
D4 Incentives 0.62 3.3 3.0 ~0.4 1.1 1.2 0.9
*DS5 Future usefulness 0.60 3.3 3.7 0.5 0.9 1.0 0.8
D& Competition G.72 2.6 2.5 -0.1 1.0 1.1 0.7
D7 Punishment and reprimands 0.47 2.5 1.8 ~0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8
*D8 Relate to student interests 0.47 3.5 4,1 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7
*DY Novelty and challenge 0.50 3.1 3.7 0.6 c.8 .8 0.8
D10 Interest by presentation 0.51 4.0 3.9 ~0.1 0.8 1.0 0.9
D1l Interest by resources 0.54 3.0 3.5 0.5 0.9 c.8 .8
**Dl2 Interest by free choice .49 2.4 3.3 0.9 0.8 .9 0.8
Assessment and Feedback
*E1 Immediate feedback 0.52 3.6 4,4 0.8 1.0 G.8 ¢.8
B2 Assess by marks 0.64 3.1 2.6 -0.5 1.2 i.1 0.9
*E3 Assess by comments 0.59 3.1 3.8 0.7 1.1 1.0 0.8
E4 Feedback to teachex 0.54 3.7 4.3 0.6 0.8 c.8 a.7
ES Assess to improve work 0.62 3.7 3.8 0.2 1.0 1.1 0.8
*T6 Assess attitudes and methods 0.72 3.9 4.2 0.3 1.0 .9 0.6
vl Continual monitoring of progress 0.60 3.4 3.9 0.5 1.0 1.0 0.8
*E8 Using student comment 0.61 3.2 3.7 8.5 G.9 0.9 a.7
Resources
*EPL student access to resources 0.53 2.7 3.6 0.9 1.0 1.0 0.9
*EZ Access to teacher G.51 4.3 4.7 0.4 0.8 0.8 0.7
73 Teachey access to resources .47 3.8 4.1 ¢.3 0.9 0.8 0.9
TABLE 2
CATEGORIES OF ITEMS BY "IDEAL-ACTUAL" AND "ACTUALM
(Total Sample)
Mean Ratings: Actual
Means: Ideai-Actual Low Medium High
£2.8 2.9 - 3.5 23,6
High + .7 te 1.0 A2 A3 B3 B4 &3 o4 ¢5 C6 3 El
Dl Bl2 F1
Medium + .4 to .6 B2 D5 D& D% DI E7 ES D2 D3 E4 F2
Low -3 to .3 c1 D6 81 C2 Al DO E5 E6 F3
Medium - -.6 to -.4 4 E2
High - .7 D7
Table 2 also indicates three activities which teachers want to use less than they do. These are
D4, use of incentives, such as marks, E2, assessment by marks rather than comments, and, most particularly,
D7, use of yeprimands and punishment, which is already rated as being little used.
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The third approach to categorizing the activities, also from the data, is to use the correlations
between ratings on the items. This approach depends on differences among teachers in the extent to which
they rate actual or ideal use, and is independent of mean ratings. 7o obtain the groupings, the correla-
tions for the total sample among the ratings for ideal and actual frequenvies were separately calculated
and factor analyzed using principal factor analysis, retaining facters with latent roots greater than 1.0
and iterating on communality estimates. The resulting matrix of factor pattern coefficients was then
transformed using Kaiser's (1958) VARIMAX procedure. The VARIMAX sclution was then considered along with
the original correlation matrix and the nature of the thirty-six activities. Bn attempt was made to
select one variable for each factor, a markex variable, which would most saliently represent the factor
and, at the same time, not be assoclated with other factor variables. A further transformation of the
factor pattern matrix was then performed by using a least squares procedure which minimized the coeffig-
ients of each of the selected marker variables on all but its associated factor. The salient results from
this procedure as presented for "actual™ ratings in Table 3. Those for "ideal™ are not shown. These
results may be used to provide clusterings of the activities grouped arcound the marker variables, the
coefficients for which are underlined in Table 3. Each clusteyr contains a number of activities which
teachers use in a similar way, be it with high or low frequency, and con which there is, of necessity, a

Fair degree of variation in the teachers' responses to the items.

There are some differences between the pattern of results for "actual" and "ideal" ratings, but
they are essentially similar and only the former are reported here. A label which seems to describe the
main import of each factor is given in Table 3. The a priori selection of items which favour student
choice has good agreement with the first factor, suggesting that the extent of student autonomy is both
a practical and theoretical issue among teachers. Other factors are less salient, as judged by the per-

centage variance, but aspects of personalization of teaching can be traced through factors 3 and 5.

The factor analysis results from both "actual" and "ideal"” ratings, together with the information
on mean ratings, have been used to provide a working classification of the items, and this is used in
what follows. The clusters of items in this classification have been labelled as follows: Student choice;
personalized teaching; interest in students, assessment for feedback, comments vs marks, formal approach,

and teacher choice. Three items have not beon classified.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN STATES

The results for the separate states show a fair range of diversity of practice and/or opinion for
fourteenh of the thirty-six activities. However, there is much more evidence of consistency fthan difference.
The complete details are set out in Table 4, which indicates differences between the lowest state mean and
the others for ratings of actual frequency. For each item and for both the "actual® and “"ideal” case,
frequencies on the five résponse categories were cross tabulated with states, forming a 5 x 7 takle
(including ACT). The distributions of responses across states was tested for similarity using the chi-

square statistic. Significant variations are indicated in Table 4.

For those ten individual activities Ffor which there are significant interstate differences, all
But two have Queensland ab one extreme, arguably a more conservative extreme, and all but fwo have the
ACT at the other, mere progressive extreme. In nineteen of the thirty-six items, Queensland and the ACT
are opposed in this way., This is particularly true for the eight items referring to student chelce,
although not so for the personalized teaching items. Apart from these differences, interstate variation
is not marked. Other states do not present such a consistent pattern on any of the dimensions, and their

range of means is in most instances smaill.

DIFFERENCES BETWEREN TEACHERS OF DIFFERENT SUBJECTS

A number of teacher characteristics were also found to be related to the frequency with which
particular activities were practised. Women teachers, for example, said they practised slightly more than
men those activities classified as child choice and personalized teaching. So tco did more experienced
teachers when compared with less experienced. However, the most systematic differences among teachers

stem from the subjects they taught.

Tor 23 items out of 36 the differences between subiscts for ratings of actual frequency of use
were significant at the .01 level, and in another 6 items, at the .05 level. Some of these differences
were highly consistent from one item to another. Teachers of mathematice, for example, gave relatively

low ratings to use of "student choice"” activities, experiences of intrinsic value, gaining interest Shrough
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resources, critical discussions, ensuring awareness of ability and attitudes, relating work to students'
interests, assessing by comment, assessing attitudes and methods, and teacher choice of content and
resources. On the other hand, they were among the most freguent users of "talk and chalk", "memorizing",
competition, punishment and reprimands, and assessing by marks. Manual arts teachers, by contrast, were
at the cpposite pole on nearly all of these activities. Other subjects had less extreme, but never-the-
less characteristic,profiles. Social Science, English and Bistory, for example,'were similar to manusl
arts on many items; commercial was more like mathematics.

These consistent and freguently large differences between subjects raise the guestion of whether

the @ifferent styles of teaching can be attributed to the nature of the subject matter itself, to the

patterns of socialization of teachers of different subjects or to approaches to teacher education in these

subjects.
TABLE 3
FACTOR COEFFICIENTS FOR RATINGS ON ACTUAL FREQUENCIES

ITEM FACTOR
1 2 3 4 5 & 7 8 9 10 11 o]
Al Teacher choice of content W72 .64
**A2 Limited student choice of content; .70a .59
¥*p3 Free student choice of content .73 .63
BL Talk and chalk -.42 .41 i .60
B2 sSmall groups, same tasks -80 .69
**B3  Small groups, different tasks .62 31 L33 65
**p4  Individual work .64 .37 .62
¢l Memorising -.30 380 .39 .43
C2 Routine application .57 .30 .54
*C3  Experiences of intrinsic value .31 1.35 ~-. 27 .27 .41
¥*C4  Critical discussion .75 .62
**C5  Analytical research .53 .33 -.26 .57
*C6 Awareness of abilities and values| .31 [.2% .28 .25 .43
**D]  Group discussion and cooperation .28 .55 .56
D2 Encouragement .42 .50 5%
D3  Approval and praise .67 .55
D4 Incentives .51 L2771 .48 .61
*pD5  Puture usefulness .53 .48 .63
D6 Competition .29 .58 .27 .62
D7 Punishment and reprimands .74 .62
*D8  Relate to student interests .40) .41 .46
*0g  Novelty and challenge W72 61
D10 Interest by presentation -.28 .32 .32 .57 .66
*pll Interest by resources ~-.55| .38 .62
*xn12 Interest by free choice .64 .57
*rl  Immediate feedback W27 .46 ~.33 .28 .83
E2 Assess by marks . 74 .85
*E3 Assess by comments -.67 .28 .63
E4 Feedback to teacher .39} ~.28 .41 .54
ES5 Assess to improve work . 73] .62
*E6 Assess attitudes and methods .26 .26 ~-.37 .34 47
E7 Continual monitoring of progress .55 .30 .46
*E8  Using student comment .29 .33} .25|-.30 -,32 .55
**P]l  Student access to resources .72 .61
*F2 Access to teacher .42 .33 .47
F3 Teacher access to resourcses .70 - .54
Var. 3.92 .66[1.65[1.93(1.4571.30]2,1911.84|1.43 | 1.83 |1.52 30.67
Var., % 10.8 K.8& (4.6 (5.4 14.0 (3.6 |5.1 |5.1 (3.9 5.1 4.2 57.4
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a. Only coefficients greater in magnitude than .24 are shown

b. Coefficients for reference variables are underlined.






