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At the 2001 National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Research Presession, the facilitators of this discussion group led a work session titled “Studying Professional Development is Messy Work: What are the Research Issues?” This PME-NA discussion group is designed to continue the conversation begun in 2001 and will focus on generating group goals for continued work.  A second product of this discussion session will be group-generated research questions that will help guide future investigations of professional development for mathematics teachers. Participation in the 2001 Research Presession work session IS NOT a prerequisite of attendance at this discussion group. 

As interest in study groups, lesson study, and other alternatives to traditional forms of professional development increases, the mathematics education community needs to have better descriptions of what these alternative forms of professional development entail and also what the effects on teachers are. But investigating these forms of professional development is often more complex than studying traditional forms such as workshops and courses (Zeichner, 1999).  Researchers are frequently directly engaged as participants in the professional development activities; researcher-teacher relationships are sometimes intense and long-term; and some of the professional development activities themselves are hard to distinguish from the everyday work of teachers.  All of this suggests a need to develop new ways to think about the characteristics of “good research” on professional development.  Ultimately, designing “good research” on professional development will help us understand on a deeper level how teachers learn.

A Brief History of Prior Work

At the 2001 NCTM Research Presession, the facilitators of this discussion group led a work session titled “Studying Professional Development is Messy Work. What are the Research Issues?”  The description of this session read: “This work session will address research issues related to studying forms of professional development that involve intense, collaborative work by groups of teachers, teacher educators, and others.”  Approximately 50 people attended the session.  After a short presentation of research issues that have arisen in the facilitators’ research, participants were actively engaged in small work groups.  They were given the following charge:

· Further refine the issues raised

· Raise additional issues

· Discuss ways to address the issues

· Record the 1 or 2 most interesting/pressing issues and proposed ways to address them

· Select a reporter to share these with other participants

After the small groups reported back to the whole group, we asked the question “Where do we go from here?”  The following list contains the suggestions made by the group:

· Prepare a monograph in which research issues surrounding professional development are discussed.

· Sponsor a small conference that focuses on research on professional development.

· Begin a working group to set important variables and measurements for studying professional development, including measurements of “where teachers start.”

· Take up the issue of how to assess the impact of professional development on student learning.

· Develop ways talk about and link the research literature on teacher education, teaching, and student learning.

· Develop a framework, or frameworks, of the “bigger picture” of professional development, given that teachers “sit” within a culture.

· Design longitudinal framework(s) that allow for publishing/reporting out along the way.

· Think about new data collection sources.

· Think more deeply about the “phase out period,” that period of time when the grant money is ending and the researcher/professional developer begins to “phase out” involvement with the teachers.

The participants of the 2001 Research Presession Working Group brainstormed many important issues related to studying professional development, as indicated by the list above. It is now time to begin the work suggested by that group.

Focus Issues for 2002 PME-NA Discussion Group

Participants in this discussion group will focus on two issues that will support continued work of the group: 1) generating goals for the group; and 2) generating research questions regarding studying forms of professional development that involve intense, collaborative work by groups of teachers, teacher educators, and others.  Each focus is expanded below.

Group goals and future direction.  Given the list of “where do we go from here?” responses generated at the 2001 Research Presession, it is likely that the goals of this discussion group might include some items from that list (see previous section).  As organizers of this session, we hope that this discussion group can become a PME-NA working group that collaborates to generate and share research on professional development. It is important that we use the time in this discussion group session to organize and prioritize future work for the group, work that begins by setting goals.  

Generating research questions.  At an AERA session in April 2002, Deborah Ball challenged us to think about questions that should guide our work when studying professional development involving groups of teachers who work collaboratively to improve their practice.  As a part of her challenge, she provided a set of questions that she feels are important for the community to consider.  Those questions are reproduced here with her permission and include:

· How do teachers learn to collaborate?

· How do teachers learn to study their own and others' teaching?

· What do we do after making teaching public to make it actually VISIBLE and LEARNABLE? 

· How do we help teachers ask good questions about their practice?

· What does it mean to have rigor in research on practice?

· What does it mean to scrutinize or analyze practice?

· What is crucial about collaboration?

· What is the key element of collaboration?

Ball’s questions provide a “jumping off point” for this discussion group to generate a more comprehensive list regarding studying professional development involving groups of teachers collaborating to improve their practice. 

Where Do We Go From Here?

As we did at the end of the 2001 Research Presession Working Session, we will ask the question “Where do we go from here?” Based on the group goals generated earlier in the session, Arbaugh, Brown, and McGraw will take initial responsibility, under advisement of the group, for organizing participants for future work.  2002 PME-NA discussion group session notes and participant list will be compiled and distributed through email.  If interest is strong, the facilitators of this discussion group are committed to organizing the group again for the 2003 PME-NA meeting.
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