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Editorial

Journal of Teacher Education and Training (JTET) welcomes all the read-
ers, authors and Editorial Board on the publication of fifth issue of JTET.

On behalf of Institute of Sustainable Education and Faculty of Education
and Management of Daugavpils University, I express our gratitude to the con-
tributors, Editorial Board, Council of Science of Daugavpils University and
printing house for successful teamwork, responsiveness and generous support
to the continuation of this periodical.

As usual, the publishing of JTET coincides with the 3rd annual Interna-
tional JTET Conference ìSustainable Development. Culture. Educationî, which
takes place at the University of Vechta, May 22ñ25, 2005, Vechta, Germany.
First two conferences were successfully organized by Daugavpils University in
2003 and Tallinn Pedagogical University in 2004. Many articles included in
the fifth volume of JTET represent the most valuable and original contribu-
tions from the 3rd JTET Conference participants.

Editorial Board for this issue of JTET includes the representatives from 16
countries who really are of great value for JTET due to their diversity, rich
experience and expertise in the field of teacher education and training. JTET
also welcomes the new members of Editorial Board and hopes for fruitful co-
operation in years to come.

The 5th volume of JTET contains articles reflecting the research, practical
experience and theoretical propositions originated in Baltic region, UK and
Australia. Since the main topic of the Conference ìSustainable Development.
Culture. Educationî this year is holistic education, many authors have inte-
grated this approach in their articles dealing with a wide range of issues in
teacher education and training.

This issue of JTET starts with the reflection on possibilities to build a
sustainable community for teacher professional learning and pre-service teacher
education in Australia. Author invites to the discussion and responses to the
suggested model. In-depth qualitative research on the reflective teacher practice
during the induction year continues the theme of teacher training and educa-
tion from a different angle.  Further, the curriculum integration as a trend of
holistic education is discussed through the examples of Latvian and Lithua-
nian educational systems. Readers can appraise the suggested models and proc-
esses and compare them to a similar experience in their own country. Next
article analyses the experiential approach to the science teaching in line with
the holistic and sustainable educational aims in subject teaching. Also, foreign
language teachers have to adapt to the changing world and reevaluate their
aims and methods in foreign language teaching as it is described in the follow-
ing article. Investigation carried out in Tallinn by the researchers from Tallinn
University is related to the preschool education and transition to school and
shows the need for the close relations between these two stages of education. At
the end of the journal, the interesting contribution about parental involvement
in the framework of holistic education is followed by theoretical essay on the
development of pre-school educational environment in Latvia.

The website of Institute of Sustainable Education www.dau.lv/ise/ is still
available for those who are interested in further acquaintance with Journal of
Teacher Education and Training and would like to be informed about annual
conferences ìSustainable Development. Culture. Educationî. The Institute of
Sustainable Development invites you to follow the information about the next
Conference and submit articles for this event.

Editor-in-chief: Anita Pipere
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Teacher Professional Learning and
Pre-Service Teacher Education:

Building a Sustainable Community

Kevin Watson
University of Western Sydney, Australia

Abstract
Australia implements a model of ëcompetency-based pre-service teacher
educationí where the desired outcome is to maximise the transfer of teach-
ing and learning theory into classroom practice. Theory is obtained from
teacher education institutions (universities) while practice occurs in schools.
Although there are exceptions, research suggests there is doubt about the
ability of this ëteacher trainingí model to effectively facilitate transfer, yet
it dominates teacher education programs. This paper describes an attempt
to develop an alternative model of pre-service teacher education, which
also incorporates teacher professional learning by building a sustainable
community of teacher educators. The effectiveness of the model being as-
sessed in terms of changed attitudes to teaching and learning by teachers
and teacher education students and by increased school student motiva-
tion and interest in learning as well as achievement in external assessment.
Preliminary findings indicate that teachers welcome professional learning
opportunities and pre-service teachers are better prepared for classroom
teaching.

Key words: teacher professional learning; pre-service teacher training;
community building; sustainable communities; theory and practice; mod-
els of teacher training.

Background

At present, Australia, and much of the developed western world, follows a
model of ëcompetency-based pre-service teacher educationí (Korthagen,
Kessels, Koster, Lagerwerf & Wubbels, 2001) where the desired outcome
is to maximise the transfer of theory into practice (Clandinin, 1995; Wideen,
Mayer-Smith & Moon, 1998; Carlson, 1999). Theory obtained from teacher
education institutions (universities) is intended to provide students with a
broad base of knowledge that can be translated into practice in the school.
Many studies (see for example Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981; Goodlad,
1990; Ashton, 1996; Barone, Berliner, Blanchard, Casanova & McGowan,
1996) have cast doubt on the ability of the ëteacher trainingí model to ef-
fectively facilitate this theory transfer. Although some programs have
achieved outstanding outcomes for trainee teachers (see for example
Oldfather, Bonds & Bray, 1994; Bell & Gilbert, 1996), the vast majority of
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research cited above suggests this dominant teacher education model is
problematic.

In England recent changes have meant that students spend much less
time in university and more time in partner schools (Furlong, 2000; Goodlad,
1990; Korthagen et al., 2001; Sandlin, Young & Karge, 1992). One prob-
lem with this approach is that the mentor teacher becomes a ëcoachí (Fur-
long, 2000), a model for the student to copy, and the inherent problems of
the existing teaching community are perpetuated. Hargreaves & Fullan
(2000) have argued that it is unrealistic to expect one teacher to be respon-
sible for initial teacher training and have advocated that this responsibility
be further devolved to an informed school community. The university then
has a reduced but continued role in assuring the quality of the school based
teacher education.

Professional development schools (Darling-Hammond, 1994; Ross,
1995; Bullough & Kauchak, 1997; Levine & Trachtman, 1997), collabora-
tive partnerships between institution-based teacher educators and school-
based teachers, are becoming a significant trend in teacher education in
the USA (Hess Rice, 2002). In a meta-ethnography of 20 case studies of
PDS schools Hess Rice (2002) found that these collaborations often suffer
from problems with lack of consistent funding, unequal power sharing be-
tween institutions and inadequate clarity about organisation of the new
entity. Darling-Hammond (1994) and Castle (1997) also indicate that there
are problems associated with the PDS model, such as the dependence upon
relationships developed between individuals, which prevent the formation
of sustainable partnerships.

In The Netherlands and Canada Korthagen and Russell have imple-
mented what they call a ërealisticí approach to teacher education in an
attempt to transfer theory into practice (Korthagen & Russell, 1999;
Korthagen et al., 2001). However, this approach relies on a one-year pro-
gram that includes a substantial period of practical experience at the be-
ginning of the course. A high degree of coordination needs to be main-
tained between what the students experience in their practice in the school
and what is then taught as theory in the university. To accommodate this
ongoing exchange the course outlines need to remain flexible. Such radical
change is not always practicable within the confines of existing university
structures (Aubusson, 2003). In addition, the model relies on the pre-serv-
ice teacher learning how to master the process of reflection and take re-
sponsibility for their growth competence while developing the skills re-
quired for their everyday survival in the classroom. Therefore, it can be
argued that the ërealisticí model of teacher education is not sustainable in
terms of its complexity of organisation, the demands put on teacher educa-
tors and the expectations placed on student responsibility and skill devel-
opment.

In the examples cited above, the models of teacher education only
achieve their desired outcomes when money is ëthrown at themí beyond
the usual resource level, which then effectively decreases their sustainability.

In a review of New South Wales (NSW) teacher education Ramsey
(2000) found that not only did beginning teachers have the least amount of
professional experience prior to employment, compared with other profes-
sions, they also had very high expectations placed on their performance

K. Watson
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when they entered the profession. Ramsey (2000) also said that the time
allocated for workplace professional learning of NSW teachers once they
entered the profession was less than that of all other professions. He sug-
gested that teacher education courses operated on the premise that there
was a relatively well-defined body of knowledge and skills that pre-service
teachers needed to acquire before they started to teach and consequently
there was a view that teacher education needed to make limited connec-
tions with schools prior to employment and that professional experience in
schools was a brief ëtrial and errorí experience located externally from
core course components (Ramsey, 2000). Ramsey saw this view of teacher
education as problematic.

Brouwer (1989) found that teacher education students acquired a
deeper understanding of learning and how to promote learning when there
was a tighter coupling of theory and practice. Brouwer, like Ramsey, con-
cluded that there should be a closer link between universities and schools
in teacher education programs.

Dever, Johnson and Hobbs (2000) and Tauer (1998) showed that
teacher involvement in pre-service teacher learning aided teacher profes-
sional development. This finding is consistent with a recent review of teacher
education in Finland which suggested that schools will eventually be re-
quired to provide professional learning for teachers as well as pre-service
teachers and that this service may be monitored in terms of how universi-
ties and schools act as partners in the delivery of a broader based educa-
tional system (Jussila & Saari, 2000).

Poom-Valickis, Saarits, Sikka, Talts and Veisson (2003), drawing on
the work of Buchberger (2000), suggest that one of the main problems
facing pre-service teacher education and teacher professional learning is
the lack of continuity between the two. They suggest that teacher educa-
tion:
� is focused on teacher education in universities rather than on contin-

ued learning throughout a professional career;
� ignores the high level of assistance required by beginning teachers to

acclimatise to the school and teaching culture and develop a support-
ive professional base;

� is viewed as discrete entities with little connection between pre-serv-
ice, in-school and professional learning experiences;

� does not effectively articulate connections with education in general,
schools, staff development and school development and improvement;
and

� does not effectively connect with research and development.

Bulajeva (2003) conceptualises teacher education as an open and dy-
namic system consisting of closely interrelated components such as: initial
teacher education; induction into the profession; in-service teacher educa-
tion and professional learning; self-education; school development and
improvement and research. This is an ecological view of teacher educa-
tion, which recognises the interconnectedness of the part to make the whole.
It sees teacher education as multiple, over-layered communities, each iden-
tifiable yet connected to each other, impacting on each other with each
informing the identity of the others.

K. Watson
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Bulajeva (2003), Poom-Valickis et al. (2003) and Buchberger (2000)
are advocating that student-teacher education be repositioned as part of a
system of teacher education with less identifiable borders and greater in-
teraction at the edges. It is not being suggested that teacher education
should lose its identity and become part of a blurred picture, but that it
should be redefined as one part of a larger, more cohesive view of teacher
education.

This paper proposes a model of teacher education that goes beyond
those critiqued above. The emphasis of the model is on using community
building to promote both teacher education and pre-service teacher learn-
ing within a school-university partnership. This paper also describes a re-
search project to evaluate the implementation of this model of teacher edu-
cation. The intention of the paper is to provide food for thought for the
teacher education community at what is still an early stage in the evolu-
tion of this new approach to making teacher education part of a more
holistic system.

The model

The purpose of the current project is to position pre-service teacher educa-
tion within a continuum of teacher education, specifically with regard to
enhancing teacher professional learning. It is envisaged that teachers will
take greater responsibility for educating student teachers, acting as a com-
munity and in collaboration with university staff. This will facilitate the
transition to teaching for pre-service teachers enrolled at university and,
at the same time, promote the professional learning of teachers in schools
as well as teacher educators. The model being developed will function to
assist the partners (university and cooperating schools) to draw on their
individual strengths to collectively build a community (functioning at a
number of different levels) focused on quality education for pre-service
teachers that naturally results in teacher professional learning and which
is consistent with a holistic view of teacher education. It will enable pre-
service teachers, teachers and academics to achieve their individual goals
in a collaborative and tolerant environment, thereby achieving equitable
outcomes that promote an interdependent and mutually supportive com-
munity of experiential learning. The model will also be sustainable, so that
the collaboration will roll over into following years with successive groups
of pre-service teachers.

Strength of the proposed model is that it uses existing university and
school structures and procedures. Pre-service teachers participate while
enrolled in their normal course as determined by the university. The teacher
educators are those who normally take part in the teacher education proc-
ess, namely university lecturers and school staff. The aim is to realize and
continue to develop the expertise of existing staff. If the collaboration is to
be sustainable over a number of student cohorts, the demand placed on
individuals has to be consistent with their ability to sustain continued and
active involvement without over-taxing their time and energy.

The outcomes to be achieved by the model are:
� professional learning for all personnel involved;

K. Watson
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� the completion of a set program of learning for pre-service teachers,
which includes block professional experience; sometimes known as
practicum or in-school experience; and

� improved school student outcomes in terms of attitudes towards study
and performance in external assessment.

Achieving these outcomes will lead to the dissemination of contemporary
views of teaching and learning and the promotion and development of qual-
ity teaching practices within school contexts. In turn, this will promote
improved school student attitudes towards study, and engagement and
performance in examinations.

The model developed will facilitate the transfer of theory into prac-
tice through experiential field-based pre-service teacher education and
enable individuals to build a sustainable community of professional learn-
ing. Teacher expertise will be synergistically focused along with academic
expertise to impact on pre-service teacher learning. This will enable the
knowledge, understandings and experience of both teachers and academ-
ics not only facilitate pre-service teacher learning but to influence each
other. The result will be continuing growth and development for all. Teach-
ers will increase their learning and application of contemporary learning
theory while academics will have the opportunity to refresh their
understandings and influence the changing contextual school-based reali-
ties of classroom teaching.

Achieving a sustainable model for teacher and pre-service teacher
professional learning is an ongoing and evolving process. It will necessar-
ily take into account an interdependent and complex community or sys-
tem, and respond to ecological critique and research to promote learning
as constructivist, collaborative and lifelong. The process should manifest
as a functioning learning ecology that grows to promote transformation of
participating individuals (pre-service teachers, teachers, school students
and academics) as well as the teaching community in general. It is antici-
pated that such a process may enhance the commitment of teachers to
teaching that is more engaging of students and therefore may serve society
better as a whole.

A principle, which underpins the development of the evolving model,
is that of community building. Effectively, building a community is a way
of networking social capital (Renshaw, 2002). The success of one member
of the community is dependent on the success of other members. Promot-
ing oneself ñ learning, or even promoting others ñ helping them to learn,
becomes networked throughout the community. The result is that the com-
munity, as a whole, benefits and individuals also benefit at an enhanced
rate through mutual promotion. Consequently, membership of a commu-
nity provides access to a variety of social capital (Renshaw, 2002). Such
capital includes knowledge, skills and ëknow-howí. A purposeful dissemi-
nation and sharing of such capital can be a useful community-building tool
with individuals recognising their increased capital and actively enhanc-
ing the community building process. This cycle of capital enhancement can
be powerful in the social learning process, particularly when such proc-
esses are acknowledged as being complex and treated with the respect
generally accorded such intricate social structures (Renshaw, 2002).

K. Watson
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As the model is implemented communities will be established at a
number of different levels. A community of learners will be established at
the school department or faculty level. This will typically involve the school
department staff (but perhaps not all), the pre-service student and univer-
sity staff. The next level or layer of community will be across a few schools
where there will be interchange of ideas to varying extents. The next level
of community may be all the schools implementing the model within the
same district, or within the same educational system. The next level or
layer of community may be one, which includes professional organisations.
As time passes people will move in and out of communities at different
levels as needs determine. Each individual in the system will access and
interact with a community or communities as their needs and the needs of
communities change.

The model being developed for this part of teacher education is differ-
ent from those critiqued in the introduction. Table 1 shows the features of
the model that are different to those outlined above and the reasons for the
differences. However, it needs to be emphasised that the model proposed
is a starting point and that an aspect of this process and the purpose of the
research is to actively evolve and refine the model as it is implemented. As
an aspect of the model is refined, the model as a whole may be changed.
This may result in associated changes that may impact on other aspects of
the model. In this way the model will continuously evolve.

Table 1. Features of the proposed model of teacher education

Model feature Model rationale

1 2
Teacher education is Teacher education should not occur in
nested in a holistic model isolation from the teaching community if
of teacher professional ëgood practiceí is to be carried forward and
learning. sustained when pre-service teachers

become teachers.
The resources that The model has to be sustainable and con-
support the model are tinue to exist and evolve in its own right
derived from within over a period of time. It must be responsive
existing systems and to changes in policy procedures and com-
structures. peting needs of partners. The community

cannot be continually searching for outside
funding.

Theory and practice are The transfer of theory into ëgood practiceí
learnt in synergy, mini- is maximised and sustained when the con-
mising the emphasis of texts of the major learning environments
one over the other in are part of a common system.
different contexts.
The passing on of ëgoodí The inherent problems of the existing
teaching practice is not practices in the teaching community are
solely the province of perpetuated if knowledge is simply passed
universities or teachers, from one generation of teachers to the next
but is shared between in an apprentice model. When different ex-
partners with different pertise is introduced, as part of the system,
experience and expertise. this undesirable outcome is minimised.

Sequel to Table 1 see on p. 9.

K. Watson
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Sequel to Table 1.

1 2
Dependency upon Although the development of relationships
personal relationships between individuals is essential for any
is reduced. collaborative human endeavour, success

should not be dependent on personal rela-
tionships but be a function of an integrated
and self-supporting system.

The model is not overly Although the processes of critical self-
dependent on individuals reflection and taking responsibility for ones
mastering difficult pro- own learning are important, they put great
cesses like critical self- demands on teacher educators and pre-
reflection and taking service teachers, especially when they must
responsibility for growth be acquired in addition to learning the
competence while deve- pedagogical content required for survival in
loping the skills required the classroom. A model of teacher educa-
for everyday survival in tion should not be dependent on pre-service
the classroom. teachers mastering skills that experienced

teachers find difficult to implement.

The model promotes Teachers and teacher educators refine their
participating faculty, views of ëgood practiceí while assisting pre-
teacher and academic service teachers to build their knowledge as
professional learning. part of the community.

The partnership

The central principles of sustainability and enabling communities, as out-
lined earlier, will guide the partnership between the university and schools
as the model evolves and is refined within existing university and school
systems, structures and frameworks. This increases the chance of forming
an entity that is responsive to the needs and resources of all involved. The
equity partnership will be overseen by a committee composed of a:
� school principal nominee;
� Department of Education nominee;
� university nominee;
� pre-service teacher nominee; and
� school teacher nominees.

It is the responsibility of the committee to guide the development of the
partnership, resolve problems and actively source resources, within exist-
ing structures and systems, to implement the model. The committee is re-
constituted at the beginning of each school year and reports at the end of
each school year (Note: The precise functions of the committee are negoti-
ated each year).

Model implementation

The majority of pre-service teacher learning associated with the model
will take place in schools. Pre-service teachers will undertake compulsory
block professional experience in schools. While undertaking professional
experience, the emphasis for pre-service teachers will be classroom teach-
ing as is the usual practice during field-based professional experience.
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Pre-service student teachers
Students will participate in a variety of activities when in schools. Some of
these will include:
� teaching classes or parts of classes;
� finding out alternative ways to teach specific concepts;
� participating in team teaching (a number of teachers taking turns to

deliver specified components of learning experiences);
� helping with administrative tasks (field trips, organising experiments

or classroom activities);
� observing lessons;
� formally seeking advice about teaching and classroom lessons; and
� completing set tasks.

These activities should be seen in the context of providing pre-service teach-
ers with contemporary ëgood practiceí, as suggested by relevant literature,
in classroom teaching and have learning as a priority.

Pre-service teachers are not necessarily allocated to one teacher.
Rather, they should be a resource for the whole faculty and be viewed as a
collegial, shared responsibility and so contribute to an environment of com-
munity building. At times a number of pre-service teachers from across
participating schools could be present at one school for a specific purpose
and then move to their ëhomeí school. In this way pre-service teachers are
encouraged to see themselves not only as part of a single department but
as part of a broader collegiate. Each department, particularly the Head
Teacher, may need support in establishing this collegial team. The refer-
ence group will take a leadership role to facilitate this process. This will
provide Head Teachers with a sense of ownership and control as well as
some support when unexpected and different situations arise. This should
build multiple professional connections, increase professional interactions
and improve the quality of learning experiences for everyone including
school students.

University staff
When pre-service teachers are in schools, university personnel will partici-
pate in activities undertaken by the pre-service teachers. However, their
role is more mobile, moving from school to school but establishing them-
selves as more than just transient visitors. They are responsible for coordi-
nating student time and participation, rather than passing this additional
responsibility on to Head Teachers. University staff will actively contrib-
ute to a collegiate teaching and learning culture during their visits to schools.
More effective involvement in the classroom can only be achieved if activ-
ity is related to an interdependent research project.

School staff
School staff is active contributor to the overall process. Some of their tasks
will be to:
� facilitate pre-service teachers in teaching classes or parts of classes;
� provide research tasks for pre-service teachers (finding out alterna-

tive ways to teach specific concepts they could use in their classes);
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� provide opportunities for team teaching;
� allocate administrative tasks (field trips, organising experiments or

classroom activities);
� provide opportunities for pre-service teachers to observe lessons;
� provide advice about teaching and classroom lessons; and
� set specific tasks.

Research findings indicate that the teacher is the most important factor in
student learning, and so this project will place its primary emphasis on peda-
gogy. The driving force behind this project is people ñ not a single person
but a collegiate of people interacting in a professional learning environ-
ment to help each other improve practice and achieve desired outcomes
for students and build a community of learners. Teachers, as experienced
practitioners, will act as ëmentorsí assisting pre-service teachers with their
pedagogy. It is anticipated that the mentoring process will be organic and
arise from normal teacher/pre-service teacher discourse so that it does not
take up additional time. The partners, namely the university staff, student
teachers and other teachers in the collaborative community, will support
teachers in their mentoring role. In the early stages of the model implemen-
tation it is recognised that pedagogy transfer may not always be consist-
ent with what teacher educators might define as ëgood practiceí. How-
ever, the basis of the model is that as community interactions increase and
professional learning evolves, the use and transfer of ëgood practiceí peda-
gogy will also increase.

Teachers
Teachers will not be ëabsent from classí when implementing this model.
The teacher is part of a team of professionals actively engaging in learning
and providing a learning environment for others. For much of the time this
is an informal process, and the pre-service teacher is included in the class-
room routine. However, at times the process may be more formal. For
example, a teacher may wish to prepare and take a seminar or act as a
mentor to a larger group of students. The teacher is paid for this and pre-
service teachers from all participating schools may attend. In this way the
teacher will not only contribute to their professional learning, but also
overtly provide a learning experience for others. Other teachers could also
actively participate in this learning (mentoring) environment. This type of
teacher learning and experience could contribute to postgraduate qualifi-
cations as part of a MEd or even a research qualification.

The research

The implementation of this model is the subject of ongoing research to
evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of the project in achieving its out-
comes and to provide feedback for the ongoing development and refine-
ment of the professional learning process. The main focus of the research
will be the assessment of the modelís sustainability and the degree to which
it enables individuals to access and operate within a community or com-
munities and realise their professional learning needs. Thus the questions
to be addressed include:
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� To what extent does the model contribute to teacher professional learn-
ing?

� How successful is the model in providing sustainable and effective
education of student teachers?

� Does the implementation of the model result in improved outcomes
for school students? and

� How effective is the model in promoting community building?

A qualitative approach will be used to obtain a deep insight into these
questions. As suggested by Denzin and Lincoln (1998), qualitative research
involves a variety of data gathering methods so that a tapestry of evidence
is pieced together to form a ìbricolageî. The research on the implementa-
tion of the model will combine data from interviews, observation, collec-
tion of documents and questionnaires. The data will be coded for common
themes (Erickson, 1986) and the validity of the assertions derived from
these themes will be assessed by systematic reference to the original mate-
rial.

The sample for this study comprises one cohort of eight student teach-
ers, the staff and students of the eight partner schools where teaching ex-
perience is to be conducted and the teacher educators involved in imple-
menting the model. Teachers, pre-service teachers and university staff will
be interviewed at the beginning and end of the academic year. The inter-
views will focus on establishing views of teaching and learning, and deter-
mine if they change over time. Interviews will attempt to establish reasons
for views and changes in views if they occur. Some teacher and pre-service
teacher lessons will be observed by university staff and/or teachers involved
in evaluating the model. Lesson plans and student teacher assessments will
be collected where relevant. Field notes will be kept at all community events
related to the teacher education program.

The teacher education program at the university incorporates a par-
allel group who are undertaking the same course but are not involved in
the project described here. Four of these students will be selected at ran-
dom and asked to participate in the research so that comparisons can be
made between their classroom teaching and those of the pre-service stu-
dents in the project. Both interview data and classroom observations will
be compared.

To determine whether the model is effective in improving outcomes
for school students, a random sample of students from the partner schools
will be surveyed about their attitudes to school classes. All students who
are taught by pre-service teachers will be asked to complete a question-
naire constructed from existing instruments measuring attitudes to class-
room learning. A randomly chosen sub-sample of school students will be
interviewed about their attitude to science classes. The questionnaire and
interview data will be used to map changes in attitude to classroom learn-
ing over time.

If the initial implementation of the model is successful and further study
is warranted an analysis of external examination results for school stu-
dents will be conducted, to see if there are changes in student achievement.
External assessment data will be from state examinations and not school
assessments. This will require a much longer time frame to account for
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variations in school student cohorts from year to year. Data showing the
retention of students in subjects as they move from junior secondary, where
subjects are compulsory, to senior secondary, where subjects are elected,
will also be analysed.

All participation in this research will be voluntary and in accordance
with ethical guidelines set down by the university. Pre-service teachers
will be assured of confidentiality of all written material. Pseudonyms for
schools, teachers and students will be used in all reports.

Preliminary findings

At this early stage in the model development and implementation only the
first round of interviews with teachers and student teachers has been com-
pleted. Some lessons by teachers and student teachers have been observed
and teacher educators have initiated the community building process. It is
too soon to submit the data obtained to formal analysis. However, even at
this early stage four preliminary findings are emerging:
� Teachers are interested in personal professional learning, especially

when their existing level of expertise is recognised as a starting point;
� Teacher time is at such a premium that the incorporation of profes-

sional learning, in addition to normal teaching requirements, is diffi-
cult;

� Experienced teachers concur with teacher educators about what ëbest
pedagogical practiceí is (e.g. student centred learning, a constructivist
approach to teaching), but it is not often implemented;

� In order to implement ëbest pedagogical practiceí, so that students are
engaged, it is necessary to anticipate the variation in how students
will respond. It is important to develop classroom management sys-
tems, structures and strategies that can be implemented in response to
the variation in student reaction to changed pedagogical practice. To
assume that the same management systems, structures and strategies
will complement new and different pedagogies is problematic.

The findings listed above serve only as an appetiser for future papers on
this research. The purpose of this paper has been to engage the education
community with the idea that there can be a synergy between pre-service
teacher education and teacher professional learning. It is anticipated that
the author will receive feedback on the ideas presented.
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Journal of Teacher Education and Training, Vol. 5, 2005

Developing Reflective Practice
in the Classroom: A Case Study of Ten

Newly Qualified Teachers During
Their Year of Induction

Marion Jones
Edge Hill College of Higher Education, UK

Abstract
This research project is located within the present context of raising stand-
ards in education in England through improving the quality of teaching. It
is concerned with the professional development of ten newly qualified sec-
ondary teachers during their induction year, focusing on the strategies
employed by them in their endeavour to become effective teachers. The
way in which they analysed and articulated their practice in the classroom
provides an insight into their perceptions of good teaching and how they
strive to achieve this goal. Data collection took place by means of semi-
structured questionnaires and interviews, thereby locating the study within
the qualitative paradigm. The findings of this study should be of interest to
all those working with newly qualified teachers during their first year in
teaching as well as policy makers responsible for the induction framework.

Key words: induction; newly qualified teachers; developing teaching com-
petence; reflective practice; tacit knowledge.

This paper is concerned with the experiences of ten newly qualified teach-
ers during their first year in teaching in their endeavour to develop into
effective classroom practitioners and is based on findings from a study
evaluating the implementation of the statutory induction programme for
new entrants to the profession in secondary schools in England. Prior to
1999, the provision of guidance and induction support for newly qualified
teachers was described as ëextremely patchyí (STRB, 1993:46), generating
widespread, severe criticism of teaching and teachers by the government
and the media and putting into question the quality of initial teacher train-
ing and how well it prepared newly qualified teachers for the challenges of
every day teaching. Its integration with continuing professional develop-
ment, particularly during the first year of service, was identified as an area
in which improvement was required (EEC, 1997: xxx). Since September
1999, newly qualified teachers enjoy a statutory entitlement to an induc-
tion programme during their first year in teaching, which is intended to act
as ëa bridge from initial training to establishing themselves in their chosen
professioní (TTA, 1999: 3) and at the same time allocates new teachers an
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active role in managing the transition from initial training to professional
practice. As such it is to create ëa foundation for long-term continuing pro-
fessional development and career development of teachersí as well as to
contribute to ëschools improvement and to raise classroom standardsí (DfEE,
1999).

The findings of this study reside within the paradigm of student teacher
development, notably the two five-stage models presented by Berliner (1998)
and Furlong and Maynard (1995) respectively, which focus on cognition
underlying teachersí classroom behaviour particularly at stages 1 and 2.
Accordingly ënovicesí are relatively inflexible in their conscious employ-
ment of context-free practices, while ëadvanced beginnersí tend to rely more
on their experiences and develop strategic knowledge (Berliner, 1998). At
the same time, their teacher behaviour reflects a high degree of ëidealismí,
which in the face of the reality of the classroom rapidly gives way to a
preoccupation with ëpersonal survivalí (Furlong and Maynard, 1995).

By presenting the findings from the perspectives of the ten newly quali-
fied teachers, an insight is provided into the way in which they analysed
and evaluated their day-to-day practice in the classroom and developed
the knowledge and skills base which informs their professional practice. In
spite of the ubiquitous pressure of having to achieve a ëpassí at the end of
their induction period, they demonstrated a high degree of critical self-
evaluation and a willingness to explore new, uncharted territory. How-
ever, in order to ensure the approval of their more experienced colleagues,
assessors and Induction Tutor, they may, at times, have been tempted to
operate within a repertoire of well-rehearsed strategies and techniques,
opting for emulation rather than experimentation.

With the introduction of a standards-based framework for initial
teacher training (DfEE, 1998) and induction (DfEE, 1999), assessment of
the competence of trainee and newly qualified teachers has become out-
come-related, promoting the view that teachers are not born, but made.
However, none of the newly qualified teachers participating in this study
shared this view unreservedly:

ëThere is a kind of natural element there. [Good teachers] are
born and then developed. [Ö] You ultimately are reflective.í
(Chris)

Indeed, the complex nature of teaching competence and the reflective ele-
ment inherent is highlighted in the Hay/McBer Report, which concludes
that teaching takes place in a wide variety of contexts and circumstances
and it therefore dependent on the selection of appropriate ëapproaches from
a repertoire of established techniquesí and professional characteristics, such
as ëanalytical and contextual thinkingí, ëflexibilityí, ëinitiativeí, and ëim-
pact and influenceí (2000, paragraph 1.3.3/4). Consequently, newly quali-
fied teachers require adequate guidance and support in developing these
characteristics by striking an appropriate balance between acquiring
routinised skill and engaging in reflective practice.

Methodology

The purposive sample of respondents consisted of ten newly qualified sec-
ondary teachers of modern foreign languages, who were amongst the first

M. Jones
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cohort to undergo the statutory induction programme introduced in Eng-
land in September 1999. Adopting a case study approach was considered
an appropriate strategy in methodological and epistemological terms, as
the phenomenon to be studied, i.e. the induction process of ten newly quali-
fied teachers, is located in a real-life context (Yin, 1998) and is presented
from the perspectives of those involved. In its ësearch for meaning and
patternsí (Stake, 1995:78) case study can provide the scope to accommo-
date a range of perspectives, presenting detailed information from a range
of sources about a particular individual, group, institution or phenomenon
(Sturman, 1994) and includes accounts of the subjects themselves
(Hammersley, 1989).

Data collection took place by means of semi-structured questionnaires
and interviews. Participation in this project was voluntary and was based
on the principle of informed consent. To protect the identity of the ten
newly qualified teachers, gender-neutral pseudonyms were used. It is the
aim of this study to report the findings from the perspective of the newly
qualified teachers and as such is firmly located within the qualitative re-
search tradition. Although the relatively small sample cannot claim to pro-
vide the breadth of data to represent the experiences of all newly qualified
teachers in England, it can nevertheless provide us with valuable insights
into how newly qualified teachers use a variety of strategies in their en-
deavour to develop their teaching competence.

You canít put it in a bottle

According to Bubb ëthe most worrying thing about the [English initial
teacher training and induction] standards is that they describe the perfect
teacherí (2001: 16). Nevertheless, proponents of this competence-based
training and assessment model claim that it can provide clear foci, help to
ensure consistency and facilitate more rigorous assessment, while its crit-
ics fear that the scope for creativity, flexibility and autonomy is severely
limited. Furthermore, they believe that such outcome driven models could
lead to ëan essentially reductive, quasi-behaviourist caricature of profes-
sional competenceí (Carr, 1993: 260), which cannot accommodate ëthe vol-
untary and deliberate exercise of principled judgement in the light of ra-
tional knowledge and understandingí (Ibid: 257). The comment of one newly
qualified teacher lends further support to this view:

ëI donít think you have to fulfil all those standards, or the
majority of those standards, even to be a good teacher. And I
think that a teacher, in any case, a good teacher, is perhaps
more than can be defined in standards.í (Francis)

In a similar vein McMahon (2000) recognises that ëpropositional knowl-
edgeí (Eraut, 1994) alone cannot make an effective teacher, a view shared
by the newly qualified teachers:

ëI think, you can learn it to a certain extent. But, I think, you
canít learn how to like working with children. Thatís one of
the most important things.í (Leslie)

Furthermore, the personal aspect of teaching is highlighted by Smith
(1995:103) when he points out that ëafter all, teaching is a creative act

M. Jones
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rather than a set of prescribed eventsí, a view which was shared and elabo-
rated further by one newly qualified teacher:

ëI donít think there is a common thread, because I think, that
every teacher is an individual. I think, we all develop our own
style and our own way of dealing with children, of working
with kids. And I donít think there is a label you can stick on it
or something. You canít put it in a bottle and say: ìThis is
what you need.îí (Chris)

Nevertheless, the majority of the new teachers valued the wisdom and
expertise of their more experienced colleagues, while at the same time they
realised the limitations of learning merely through emulation. Spontane-
ous decision making, or, as one newly qualified teacher expressed it, ëto
think on my feet rather than thinking about ití (Lynn), was considered a
key ingredient in effective classroom practice.

Select, mix and match

By applying the principle of sharing good practice and emulation, the newly
qualified teachers employed other teachersí techniques successfully in their
own teaching:

ëItís just a learning process. I have learnt some very, very
valuable lessons from watching colleagues. My Year 10 French
is a particular problem, Ö has been from day one. I watched
one of the other teachers with the equivalent Year 11 set. And
just from watching her I have learnt that my whole approach
for that level and ability was wrong. I was throwing too much
at them, too in-depth and I needed to do less information in
lots of different forms, lots of changes of activities. And you
know, that way itís much more rewarding. I feel like I cope,
whereas before, I was presenting them with a worksheet and
theyëd just look at it and say, ìI canít do thatî.í (Phil)

To rely exclusively on the emulation of experienced practitioners would
reflect ënoviceí teacher behaviour and would not be considered conducive
to the continuing professional development of ëadvanced beginnersí and
beyond (Berliner, 1988). Instead, examples of good practice should be re-
garded as good starting points or potential models that are open to further
modification and development, extending beyond simple copying or ëcop-
ing competencesí (Stronach, 1996). The latter would involve the identifi-
cation of a problem, the selection of a strategy from a number of potential
models and its successful transfer to a specific situation, as described by
one newly qualified teacher:

ëI support teach in a lesson, bottom set Year 7, and I have
that group once a week and she has it twice a week and I
support one of those lessons. So, basically, I am watching her
teach. [Ö] I listen up to the wall. I listen to what they are
saying. [Ö] I try to combine. I have seen the head of depart-
ment making them work hard and [another colleague] plays
lots of games with them. So, I just try to reward the hard
work with the games. So, itís a bit of both, really.í (Leslie)

M. Jones
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In the above example maximum effectiveness was achieved by way of skil-
fully combining two contrasting, but nevertheless equally effective tech-
niques employed by two experienced teachers. Although newly qualified
teachers appreciated the guidance provided by their experienced colleagues,
they maintained a critical distance in the appraisal and adoption of their
techniques, which is illustrated by the following comments:

ëI think, that normally, things that you decided you would
copy, you felt comfortable with anyway. When you used them,
they did tend to work.í (Sam)

ëThey were both good teachers. But there was nothing I could
see myself doing. [Ö] They were just standing there at the
overhead projector. [Ö] I wouldnít do that myself, because it
wouldnít suit me personally. Iëd have adapted it slightly to
suit myself. And thatís probably what works best for me.í
(Leslie)

ëThere was one, the only teacher [Ö] that I really respected
for the way she controlled the class and her subject knowl-
edge was great as well. In the beginning, I thought I would
like to be just like her. But, of course, she is twenty years
older than me. You canít begin to transpose her personality
onto your own personality. At the end it was curious, because
of the fact that she was so good. I could really analyse her
teaching in a more successful way, rather than somebodyís
that was rubbish. [Ö] I could see little things about her which
could be improved upon and which, ironically, I took those
points away to work on for myself. And it seemed as though
she had great control of the class. I noticed that some chil-
dren were intimidated by her. And so I made it my objective,
when I was teaching, to try and give a little bit more to those
kids. So, I have been successful where she wasnít. But it was
only by her greatness that I was able to do that.í (Hilary)

The examples show that in their selection or de-selection of techniques, the
newly qualified teachers referred to their own personal judgements. But at
the same time, they acknowledged the legitimacy of individual styles and
accepted that in their diversity they could provide a repertoire of legiti-
mate models of effective teaching, each of them valid in their own right.

ëI gained a lot of experience from watching other teachers in
my first school: watching their resources; what they were
doing and developing ideas of my own. In the second school,
I was exposed to a completely different teaching method, which
I can say was working as well. There were great differences
in teaching methods. But on the whole, I think, they were
more traditional methods I saw in my second school. It was
more thorough in a lot of respects. So I was able then to com-
bine both experiences and develop my own style from that
really.í (Phil)

Without doubt, all ten newly qualified teachers had moved through the
first two stages identified on the teacher progress continuum presented by

M. Jones
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Maynard and Furlong (1993) and had now entered a phase during which
they recognised difficulties and their causes. It was encouraging to note
that they had developed a discerning attitude in the evaluation of the teaching
styles of more experienced colleagues, whom they respected and admired
for their expertise. To this effect, the ten newly qualified teachers seized
every opportunity to observe other practitioners, share good practice and
supplement or complement the ëlearning by modellingí process by adopt-
ing a less controllable approach.

Trial and error ñ what works

In spite of undergoing rigorous monitoring and assessment, the principle of
experimenting by ëtrial and errorí featured prominently in the newly quali-
fied teachersí search for more effective teaching techniques:

ëI think I have coped because of the different ways. I have
been able to try different strategies out with each group. I
have not been afraid to try something and abandon it half-
way through. Because they were my own classes, I could do
that with them and then bring them round again, if they were
sort of getting a little bit too high and werenít really manag-
ing; stop the activity and bring them down. I think with the
lower ability groups, [Ö] I take them more the fun and games
way. My higher ability group I teach them the same things,
but in a different way. The bottom set would have more games,
a lot more listening, a lot more speaking, whereas the top set,
itís rushed over, Ö the speaking. They do a lot of intensive
listening. Thatís very difficult, where they have to listen for
specific detail. Itís just my own trial and error.í (Lynn)

This apparently haphazard approach was by no means to be interpreted
as lacking reflection, as the selection of specific strategies was to some
extent informed by the newly qualified teachersí reference to the knowl-
edge and skills acquired during their initial training:

ëI think it was a bit of both experiences, really. The theory, as
it was presented by College, taking that on board; seeing what
I was seeing in school, and then, coming to my own conclu-
sions and trying things out on my own.í (Francis)

The selection of strategies was also influenced by subjective experiences of
what worked and what did not:

ëItís just my own trial and error. I mean, we do discuss it with
[teachers in] other departments, how we can approach things
or how we introduce something, but nothing concrete.í (Lynn)

The caveat Tickle provides us with idea whether repeated experiences of
success can lead to the uncritical employment of techniques, resulting in a
ëdeproblematisation of teachingí (1994: 24). And yet, a ëtrial and errorí
approach can widen the scope in the search of potential solutions to prob-
lems and be conducive to promoting the capacity for reflective practice in
action (Schˆn, 1983). Instead of simply accumulating techniques into a
resources bank from which to draw on demand, the newly qualified teach-

M. Jones
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ers adopted a more sophisticated approach involving critical reflection and
evaluation in relation to individual strategiesí ëworkabilityí in specific con-
texts:

ëSee, if it works or if it doesnít work. And if it doesnít work,
why does it work with a group of, maybe, the same ability
and why does it not work with another group of the same
ability, and see why.í (Joe)

By asking themselves probing questions about the reasons for the success
or failure of certain techniques and by trying to address the issues involved,
they took ëan active role in identifying and reviewing professional devel-
opmental needsí (TTA, 1999: 6), accepting ownership for their own pro-
fessional development:

ëI think, thatís how you get experience, when you try things,
because you learn from your mistakes. [Ö] If people tell me,
ìYes, you have to do thisî, then I donít feel that I have expe-
rienced anything.í (Joe)

Teachers must also develop a sensitivity ëto read the runesí (Hayes, 1999:
346) during lesson time, which enables them to make spontaneous deci-
sions in terms of continuing, abandoning or changing an activity in order
to ëtry outí a new, unproven alternative. One newly qualified teacher ex-
plained:

ëSometimes, I refer more to the children than I do to the staff
for what I am doing. Maybe, I see how they are getting on. If
they are getting on with it and they are fine and they have
literally done, maybe, twenty minutes of work on something,
I know itís worked. But when itís three, four minutes gone,
[Ö] then I know something is not right.í (Pat)

As the above example illustrates, a strategy of ëtrial and errorí is often
guided by certain expectations, generated on the basis of information gained
about the pupils involved and in relation to the teacherís own personal
disposition, and is not necessarily synonymous with undirected experimen-
tation. On the contrary, on the basis of previous experiences, collabora-
tion with colleagues and feedback from the pupils, hypotheses may be for-
mulated with respect to the employment of potentially successful techniques,
which in the course of a ëtrial and errorí strategy are then proved or dis-
proved.

ëI think a lot of it has been trial and error, really; what works
and what doesnít work. And what works with one class,
doesnít work with another. So, I think, really, itís getting to
know people that you teach and the classes that you teach. I
do listen to what people say as well and try to accommodate
their interests and things that they would like doing within
reasons. [Ö] And, obviously, you share ideas with colleagues
and if something works, you try it out yourself. But often,
what works for one person will not necessarily work for you,
your own style. So, I think, itís a combination of factors.í
(Francis)

M. Jones
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The level of flexibility demonstrated by this newly qualified teacher pre-
supposed a level of confidence that led to an increased willingness to take
risks, experiment and explore alternatives or less secure techniques in the
place of established, safe routines. Such practice suggests a strong sense of
enquiry and reflection and merits to be located within the realm of action
research through which the critical reviewing of oneís competence can be
facilitated with the aim to improve (Elliott, 1991).

Following oneís instinct

Research concerned with initial teacher training frequently focuses on the
ësurvival syndromeí (Calderhead, 1987; Burden, 1990; Furlong & Maynard,
1995), apparent in trainees who adhere to a finite set of proven, predeter-
mined routines which they select on the basis of previous positive experi-
ences. In the knowledge that these strategies work, they can provide care-
fully planned stepping stones, generating a sense of predictability, certainty
and security. After a noticeable increase in confidence on completion of
their first term of induction, the newly qualified teachers became more
adept at responding appropriately to the various challenges they encoun-
tered in the classroom and seemed puzzled by the experience that some of
their actions had occurred spontaneously and automatically and had not
involved any conscious decision-making:

ëHow could you think on the spot and do something not wor-
rying about things falling apart? [Ö] You wouldnít even think,
ìOh, God I have got to change this! Itís not working.î You
do it. And you would be halfway through something else, be-
fore you would realise it.í (Pat)

Hayes (1999: 346) locates the paradoxical phenomenon described above
in ëthe sphere of the mysterious capacity known as intuitioní and points out
the implications of this for newly qualified teachers, who, according to the
statutory induction requirements, must be in a position to justify the ra-
tionale underpinning their actions. On the premise that theorising and prac-
tising are two distinct aspects of teaching, it could not be assumed that the
ability to plan, analyse and evaluate was synonymous with effective teach-
ing. And yet, there seemed to exist a link between these two capacities,
which facilitated an ability to respond appropriately to unpredictable, com-
plex situations, but was rooted in the subconscious domain. This could
explain why newly qualified teachers, and indeed their more experienced
colleagues, had difficulty explaining their behaviour rationally:

ëIt didnít really happen consciously. Itís just gradually hap-
pened. The induction tutor said that we have to follow our
gut feeling and itís not always in the book.í (Sam)

ëIt was just something that I noticed I had been doing. But I
hadnít really been doing it consciously.í (Lynn)

The above statements support the view presented by Elliott (1993: 72),
who believes that student teachers gradually move from an analytical to
an intuitive mode (Atkinson & Claxton, 2000). In doing so, they approxi-
mate the concept of the ëreflective practitionerí, which is based around
notions of ëtacit knowledgeí, ëknowledge-in-actioní and ëreflection-in-ac-
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tioní (Ghaye & Ghaye, 1998). As Schˆn (1987: 25) explains, ëwe reveal
[this knowledge] by our spontaneous, skilful application of the perform-
ance; and we are characteristically unable to make it verbally explicití or
justify its use as one newly qualified teacher experienced:

ëWell, I think it is instinct, I suppose, initially. But it would be
nice to have some sort of theoretical background about other
situations, you know, what you should and shouldnít do. I
acted according to my instincts. I might have said something
wrong.í (Phil)

In view of the practice-oriented training and induction curricula, it is en-
couraging to note that theory was considered a potential reference point,
which could assist new teachers in their sense-making of complex, conflictual
situations encountered in their day-to-day practice and their consequent
acceptance of responsibility for their own decisions.

ëI think some of the stuff [training and induction programme]
is relevant. I mean, at the beginning, it can become really
irrelevant, because you have not taught. But now, looking
back, you can, maybe, see, that, ìOh, that article was rel-
evant.î But at the time it wasnít. It fits into place with the
little jigsaw at the end.í (Pat)

ëYou need theory. You need to know how things work and it
may not all make sense. But you have some sort of reference,
when you get out there and do try it for yourself. You do need
it.í (Alex)

The above statement resonates with the view expressed by Argyris and
Schˆn (1974), who maintain that theory and practice are indeed closely
intertwined, although a distinction must be drawn between ëtheories in
useí and ëespoused theoriesí. While the former are implicit in professional
practice and often difficult to articulate, the latter are explicit in the way in
which they are expressed in the form of explanations and justifications.
However, the extent to which new entrants to the profession critically
reflect and theorise about their practice may be influenced by the stand-
ards against which they are assessed, in that the pre-determined outcomes
of teacher behaviour can constitute a ëpotent mechanism for defining what
counts, and what does notí (Tickle, 2000: 68). It is therefore crucial that
newly qualified teachers are provided with opportunities to engage in critical
dialogue and collaboration with their colleagues in order to generate a
knowledge base that creates the condition ëfor learning that goes beyond
the routine and instrumentalí (Alred & Garvey, 2002: 68).

Conclusion

Notwithstanding the tightly structured and, to some extent, intimidating
monitoring and assessment schedule, the ten newly qualified teachers dem-
onstrated a high level of willingness to analyse their performance critically
and thereby engage in reflective practice:

ëI think it should always be evolving and developing. I think,
itís very important as teachers that we donít stand still, we
donít get stale.í (Chris)

M. Jones
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The questionnaire responses provided evidence that, to some degree, all of
the newly qualified teachers were engaged in ëreflective teachingí (Bullough,
1989; Adler, 1991) by means of regular self-evaluation. They showed a
keen interest in investigating and understanding the underlying causes de-
termining their success or failure, with the aim of affecting changes in their
practice towards achieving greater effectiveness that extended beyond
survival techniques or ëcoping strategies learned alongside practising teach-
ersí (McCulloch & Lock, 1994):

ëI donít feel under pressure to do everything right. I mean, it
doesnít matter how many years I do this job. There will be
things I will fail at, because every child is different, every
class is different.í (Phil)

In adopting a critical approach to their teaching they displayed some of
the characteristics ideal of ëthoughtful teachers who reflect about their
practiceí as opposed to those ëruled primarily by tradition, authority and
circumstanceí (Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1991: 2).

ëAccept that you are never going to get it perfect. You have
always got to be able to evaluate a lesson: ìI could have im-
proved on that. I could have done that.î It never stops.í (Alex)

In this sense reflective practice is synonymous with a process of ongoing
enquiry on how improvement could be achieved. These findings are en-
couraging in terms of the new teachersí willingness to critically examine
their professional practice, by adopting an inquiry-based approach to their
day-to-day practice and as a result of this process construct their personal
knowledge base for teaching. However, in view of the prescribed stand-
ards framework, with rigorous monitoring and assessment procedures in
addition to the requirement to obtain a ëpassí the first time, it is imperative
that all schools provide a supportive environment and collaborative cul-
ture. For, only if newly qualified teachers feel safe to engage in honest,
critical analysis and evaluation of their own practice without fear of po-
tential repercussions on their assessment outcome, and are encouraged to
participate in critical dialogue and active collaboration with their more
experienced colleagues, will they be able to construct a knowledge and
skills base that enables them to become effective teachers and reflective
practitioners.
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Pedagogical Challenges for Implementing
Holistic Curriculum in Latvia

Dzintra Iliko
Daugavpils University, Latvia

Abstract
Educators from different parts of the world support a vision of holistic
education that transcends narrow technocratic focus of education and calls
for a more connecting educational perspective, and make their efforts in
designing their own models of curriculum integration.

The aim of the present study is to examine what kind of curriculum
integration is implemented by teachers in Latvia, as well as problems that
teachers are facing in the process of implementing an integrated curricu-
lum. The author of the article draws rationale for developing teachersí
critical/reflective skills and creativity for designing and implementing an
integrated curriculum.

Key words: holistic education; curriculum integration; transformational
perspective; critical/reflective thinking; creativity; dialectic thinking.

Issues concerning the essence and effectiveness of holistic approach to learn-
ing and teaching have been widely studied throughout the world, from the
systematic observations of early holistic educators to more recent case
studies. During the 1970s, an emerging body of literature in science, phi-
losophy and cultural history provided an overarching concept to describe
the new emerging perspective called holism.

A holistic approach inspires many educators in public and alternative
schools in Latvia today. While only a few public schools are entirely com-
mitted to holistic principles, many teachers are trying hard to put these
ideas into practice.

As the author of the article has observed, teachers who frequently
attend in-service courses indicate their need to obtain ready-made answers
and teaching strategies for implementing an integrated curriculum. How-
ever, they are not themselves committed to designing and implementing a
holistic curriculum. The focus of the current research is to explore the present
state of teaching practice in regard to holistic curriculum and to suggest
the ways helping teachers and teacher trainers implement the holistic cur-
riculum in the schools of Latvia.

Defining the term

Miller (1996) asserts that the concept of holistic education refers to a
worldview or theoretical position that opposes reductionism, positivism,
and the Cartesian dualism of self, other, and the world, with an emphasis
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on the ultimate unity, relatedness, and inherent meaningfulness of all exist-
ence (p.56).

Holism is a perspective on perceiving the world and the child in a
holistic way. Holism asserts that phenomena can never be fully under-
stood in isolation (Clark & Coletta, 1981; Fogarty, 1991; Miller, 1993;
Miller, 1996).

Concerns about the relevance of fragmented teaching schedules, as
well as attempts to define an integrated curriculum have led to intensive
discussion for the last half-century. The differentiation in curriculum inte-
gration suggested by researchers varies from two or three teachers teach-
ing the same topic in different classes to team design of thematic units and
interdisciplinary courses (»ehlova & GrÓnpauks, 2003; Fogarty, 1991;
Miller, 1993; Зверев & Максимова, 1981). The movement towards an in-
tegrated curriculum is a move away from memorization and recitation of
isolated facts to more meaningful concepts and the connections between
concepts in education.

An integrated curriculum reflects educatorsí concern with connecting
and integrating ideas, and subject matter, which Bonds, Cox and Gantt-
Bonds (1993) describe as a synergistic teaching which goes beyond the
blurring of subject area lines to a process of teaching whereby all the sub-
jects are related and taught in such a manner that they are almost insepa-
rable. As the authors add, synergistic teaching presents content in such a
manner that nearly all learning takes on new dimensions, meaning and
relevance because connection transcends curriculum lines.

In the course of implementing a holistic curriculum, teachers are fac-
ing the following challenges: 1) the need to understand that changes in
education are inevitable; 2) to evaluate critically their own models of teach-
ing and the way they address the situation of cultural and ecological crisis;
and 3) to develop creative tools to implement the principles of holistic cur-
riculum in everyday practice.

Methodology of the study

The author evaluated teachersí attempts to implement holistic principles in
their practice through their efforts to design an integrated curriculum. There
are various ways of implementing integrated curriculum. Several authors
go beyond a single definition of integrated curriculum (Fogarty, 1991; Miller,
1996). Fogarty (1991) describes ten levels of curriculum integration, such
as ëfragmentedí, ëconnectedí, ënestedí, ësequencedí, ësharedí, ëwebbedí,
ëthreadedí, ëintegratedí, ëimmersedí, and ënetworkedí.

The purpose of this study was to explore the dominant models of cur-
riculum integration practiced by teachers in Latvia. The teachers (N=150)
were asked to describe their dominant mode of subject integration accord-
ing to the 10 levels of integration suggested by Fogarty (1991). Teachers
were questioned during the in-service courses delivered by the author of
this article. Every teacher received a list with 10 figures designed by Fogarty
(1991) reflecting his 10 levels of curriculum integration. Teachers were
invited to answer whether they define their teaching as ëfragmentedí (by
giving priority to teaching subjects as separate units); ëconnectedí (inte-
grating topics within one subject being taught), ënestedí (the type of sub-
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ject integration where similar ideas are taught in different subjects), ëse-
quencedí (teaching similar ideas in different subjects still leaving subjects
separate), ësharedí (making integration between two subjects), ëwebbedí
(by using theme as a base for instruction in many disciplines); ëthreadedí
(teaching students learning and social skills), ëintegratedí (the type of inte-
gration within one subject and among diverse subjects), ëimmersedí (the
learner is integrating knowledge by viewing all learning through the per-
spective of one area of interest); ënetworkedí (type of subject integration
where the learner himself or herself directs the integration process through
selection of a network of experts and resources) or to draw their own model
of subject integration.

Research findings on implementing a holistic curriculum in Latvia

Out of 10 suggested levels of curriculum integration, teachers recognised
only six levels of integration: ëfragmentedí, ëconnectedí, ëwebbedí, ësharedí,
ënestedí and ëintegratedí level of curriculum integration.

From 150 teachers questioned, 38% of teachers prefer to work within
the curriculum framework where disciplines are separate and distinct, which
Fogarty (1991) defines as ëfragmentedí curriculum.

Figure 1. ëFragmentedí curriculum integration model (practiced by 38% of
teachers)

According to teachers, this mode of teaching is advantageous as it gives a
clear and discrete view of a discipline. However, teachers do make an
effort to relate topics within the discipline. Fifty four percent of all teach-
ers responded that they skilfully make connections within one subject area,
which they are teaching (see Figure 1). This type of curriculum integration
Fogarty (1991) names as ëconnectedí.

Figure 2. ëConnectedí curriculum (practiced by 54% of teachers)

Almost all teachers pointed to their experience in implementing
ëwebbedí curriculum as a part of schoolís requirements during a project
week (see Figure 2). ëWebbedí teaching is described as a thematic teaching
by using theme as a base for instruction in many disciplines (Fogarty; 1991).
This model indicates more profound curriculum integration.
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Figure 3. ëWebbedí curriculum (practiced by 91% of teachers)

Unfortunately, this is not traditional practice in schools of Latvia and
it is applied only once a year during the project week. Ninety one percent
of teachers report that ëwebbedí curriculum is very time consuming: it re-
quires time for selecting themes, exploring available resources and skills
for coordinating teaching schedules. Teachers have observed that the ad-
vantage of ëwebbedí curriculum is that students are more engaged in their
learning as they make connections across disciplines and with the world
outside the classroom. Studentsí motivation to learn increases since they
are involved in planning of their learning and making choices.

But still in their responses teachers are quite sceptical about integrated
ëwebbedí curriculum in their everyday practice. Teachers admit that they
possess neither creative tools nor prior experience for implementing inte-
grated curriculum. They believe that technocratic education is more effec-
tive for reaching higher academic test scores and that an integrated cur-
riculum will not help ìto cover the required standards set by the stateî.

Some teachers reported their experience of work within ësharedí cur-
riculum framework ñ teaching that involves two or three disciplines to
focus on shared concepts and themes (Fogarty, 1991). A majority of teach-
ers admitted that this type of integrated curriculum is very time consuming
for selecting themes, exploring resources and coordinating teaching sched-
ules.

Figure 4. ëSharedí curriculum (practiced by 26 % of teachers)

Latvian scientists »ehlova and GrÓnpauks (2003) have observed that sev-
eral schools in Latvia have an experience of implementing ëwebbedí cur-
riculum as a teaching of themes during project weeks; as well as ënestedí
curriculum ñ mode of teaching when topics and units of study are rear-
ranged and sequenced and similar ideas are taught in different subjects,
while all subjects still remain separate (Fogarty, 1991).

Figure 5. ëNestedí curriculum (practiced by 27 % of teachers)
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Only a few teachers report of their experience in designing ëintegratedí
curriculum. The evidence reported by teachers suggests that integrated
curriculum helps students to apply skills, leads to faster retrieval of infor-
mation, promotes positive relationships among students and provides more
time for curriculum exploration (»ehlova & GrÓnpauks, 2003).

Figure 6. ëIntegratedí curriculum (practiced by 25 % of teachers)

Among the main obstacles for implementing integrated curriculum,
teachers have mentioned lack of resources, difficulty in planning and sched-
uling, and doubts about academic test scores. Teachers are concerned that
integrated curriculum may not foster effective teaching for reaching high-
test scores. They also admit that they do not have enough skills for imple-
menting integrated curriculum and that students who are used to studying
within the fragmented curriculum, where all disciplines are taught as sepa-
rate units, feel very confused and do not know how to relate knowledge
from different subject areas while facing integrated mode of studies.

Teachers did not recognise ësequencedí, ëthreadedí, ëimmersedí, and
ënetworkedí level of curriculum integration in their practice. Figures 7, 8,
9, and 10 provide the schemes designed by Fogarty (1991) for these levels
of curriculum integration.

Figure 7. ëNetworkedí curriculum integration

In this type of subject integration, the learner himself or herself directs the
integration process through selection of a network of experts and resources.

The models of subject integration such as ëimmersedí and ëthreadedí
were not chosen by teachers either. ëImmersedí model of subject integra-
tion according to Fogarty (1991) means that the learner integrates knowl-
edge by viewing all learning through the perspective of one area of interest.

Figure 8. ëImmersedí curriculum integration
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The other not popular type of subject integration as reported by teach-
ers was ëthreadedí curriculum the essence of which is respecting multiple
intelligences of students and putting emphasis on developing studentsí so-
cial skills while teaching a separate subject (Fogarty, 1991: 5). Teachers
are not paying much attention to teach students to reflect on their ways of
learning and acquiring knowledge.

Figure 9. ëThreadedí curriculum integration

The last type of curriculum integration as defined by Fogarty (1991)
is ësequencedí curriculum. This means teaching similar ideas in different
subjects, while subjects still remain separate. Teachers do not use this model
since this requires ongoing collaboration and flexibility, but teachers, as
they admit themselves, have not much autonomy in sequencing curricula.

Figure 10. ëSequencedí curriculum integration

None of the teachers used the free space to draw their own model of inte-
gration.

As the research above shows, there are many obstacles for complete
and sustainable implementation of integrated curriculum in everyday teach-
ing practice of Latvia. The next part of this article will try to provide some
insight in the necessity of holistic education and to speculate on some ways
fostering the implementation of changes in educational system leading to a
more holistic approach to education.

Why do we need a holistic vision of education?

There are a number of models that differ from classical views on educa-
tion, such as a child-centred model of education widely practiced among
educators in Latvia or humanistic model of education. More and more
often teachers attending seminars in Latvia assert that traditional or some-
times child-centred models in education have proved to be effective in
Latvia. Many teachers are still questioning principles of holistic education
and the way they differ from a new approach known as child-centred edu-
cation or from a traditional technocratic approach, which, in their opin-
ion, has already proved its effectiveness.

As Miller (1993) suggests, education today needs a new vision, a new
understanding of its fundamental processes. He adds that in order to move
out of the crisis, it is not enough to restructure the system, but there is an
urgent need to examine educatorsí underlying assumptions about the na-
ture and the purpose of schooling (p. 8).
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It is also evident that at the level of ideology, neither technocratic nor
progressive education adequately addresses the state of life systems on the
Earth or the role of the humans within the larger context of the world.
Therefore, holistic worldview is the most coherent vision and curriculum
framework for education, which can best help to resolve the environmen-
tal and cultural crisis that we are facing today.

The holistic worldview does not deny other worldviews but subsumes,
transcends and transforms the practices of the past. As Miller (1990) and
his associates argue, each successive position can be seen to be more inclu-
sive than the one prior to it as ìwe move from the more restrictive scope of
an atomistic perspective to a more inclusive view that witnesses the con-
nections between ourselves and many layers of experience and knowledgeî
(p. 6). As Berry (1998) argues, ìtruly holistic education does not relinquish
the technocratic focus on basic skills nor does it ignore the child-centred
educatorís concern for the social development of a child. Rather, signifi-
cant aspects of both the technocratic and progressive theories of education
are integrated into a holistic vision of educationî (p. 57).

 Holistic education incorporates the focus of technocratic education
on cognitive aspects of knowledge acquisition with the focus of child-cen-
tred education on the individual needs of a child and affective realm of
learning. But the main distinguishing factor among holistic education and
child-centred or technocratic forms of education, as J. Miller (1993) ar-
gues, is that holistic education is non-dualistic and all-inclusive. It can be
better defined as ìchild-connectingî rather than ìchild-centredî (p. 64).

A new worldview is clearly addressing a question about the need of
changes. It is also a question about the future. Holistic vision is future
oriented and is committed to building a sustainable future, which is a glo-
bal concern and a challenge in its scope. The technocratic approach has
brought the inevitability of the destruction of the biosphere. Holistic
worldview is an effort to regain a sense of holism and interdependence. In
contrast to an old, atomistic, or scientific model of isolation and analysis, it
can be described in terms or relatedness and interdependence.

Implementation of changes: transformative perspective

Transformative perspective includes critical/reflective and creative think-
ing. Critical thinking is concerned with critical evaluation of a current prac-
tice, beliefs and attitudes while creative aspect of transformation process
focuses on creation or generation of ideas, processes, experiences or ob-
jects. Critical/reflective and creative thinking are interrelated and are com-
plementary aspects of thinking. Critical and creative processes are a com-
bination of abilities, knowledge, values, and attitudes. Critical thought is
necessary for analyzing arguments and for rational decision making, while
creative thinking is necessary for developing alternative models of educa-
tion.

In order for educators to bring about changes, they need to be in-
volved in the process of critical reflection of their own assumptions and
current educational practices, as well as in how they respond to the situa-
tion of cultural and ecological crises.
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Developing critical/reflective skills for implementing
a holistic curriculum
Critical reflection is one of the main aspects of transformative perspective.
Critical thinking can be defined as ìthe disciplined mental activity of evalu-
ating arguments or propositions and making judgments that can guide the
development of beliefs and action takingî (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill &
Krathwohl, 1956).

Huitt (1998) makes a clear distinction between critical/reflective and
other kinds of thinking such as non-critical which can be described as ha-
bitual thinking; creative thinking (thinking in an original way); prejudicial
thinking (supporting a particular position without questioning the position
itself); or emotional thinking (responding to a message emotionally rather
than to its content). As defined by Huitt (1998), critical/reflective proc-
esses include affective, cognitive and behavioural aspects. Fullan (1991),
an authority in curriculum implementation, argues that changes involve
practices, resources and beliefs. Of the three factors, beliefs are the most
difficult to define and articulate.

Transformative perspective involves teachers in the process of mak-
ing new interpretations that enable them to elaborate, further differentiate
their long-established frames of reference or to create ìnew meaning
schemesî (Mezirow, 1990: 5) and reflect on prior teaching models in order
to determine whether what they have been doing is justified in certain cir-
cumstances. Educators should begin with critical self-reflection ñ the reas-
sessment of their own orientation to perceiving, knowing, believing, feel-
ing, and acting. Critical reflection is not concerned with the how question
but with the why, the reasons for and consequences of what teachers do.
Dewey (1933) refers critical reflection to ìassessing the grounds of oneís
beliefsî, and ìthe process of rationally examining the assumptions by which
teachers have been justifying their own convictionsî (p. 9). Deweyís defi-
nition provides one with a useful point of departure for understanding and
re-evaluating oneís assumptions. For Mezirow, critical reflection is a highly
rational process when the underlying premises of ideas are assessed and
critiqued. On the contrary, non-reflective practice as defined by Habermas
(1976), ìtakes place in contexts in which implicitly raised theoretical and
practical validity claims are naively taken for granted and accepted or
rejected without discursive considerationî (p. 16).

 Drawing on Habermas, Mezirow (1985) outlines conditions for ra-
tional and ideal discourse that includes such elements as full information,
the ability to objectively evaluate arguments, and freedom from self-coer-
cion. These conditions can serve as a philosophical foundation and as cri-
teria for judging both new models of education and the social conditions
that are the prerequisites of free and full participation in the reflective
discourse. These conditions serve as a standard against which to assess
educational and social practice.

Thus, the first step for the educators to begin with is to identify the
dangers of technocratic curriculum with its divisions, disciplines and sub-
disciplines, or as Orr (1993) points out, teachersí task is to rethink the
process and the substance of education at all levels and the way it ìalien-
ates us from life in the name of human domination, fragments instead of
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unifying, separating feeling from intellect and the practical from the theo-
reticalî (cit. by Miller, 1993: 26). As Orr adds, educators need to become
aware of all other dangers of technocratic and child-centred education: its
focus on routines and memorization, and diminishing the sense of wonder.

As the second step, educators should identify a way of thinking that
can overcome dualism and encourage teachers to think creatively about
the new more ecologically responsive way of curriculum building.

Developing creative skills for implementing a holistic vision
Creative thinking about the new visions in education is the second signifi-
cant facet of transformative processes, which can be offered as a viable
solution to the ecological and cultural crisis of our society. There is some
evidence suggesting that relationships between critical/reflective and crea-
tive synthesis thinking are appropriate in times of educational reforms
(Huitt, 1992). As argued by Huitt (1998), creative thinking is a component
of a critical/reflexive thinking rather than a separate notion.

Deconstruction of the old worldview and implementation of a new
vision by using oneís own creative tools requires power, courage and a
commitment to bring about changes. Educators need to learn to think in a
new way about knowledge, activity of knowing, and learners.

Creativity is most often defined as a response to an ill-defined prob-
lem rather than a well-defined problem. As Amabille (1983) suggests, in a
creative response to a problem, the problem itself should be defined in a
heuretic way. Second, many authors regard creative thought as the devel-
opment of the ability to move away from past ways of thinking and to
ìbreak mental setsî. Stein (1974) describes creativity as a ìleapî away
from what has been previously exposed. Third, creativity is often seen as
the formation of relations among formerly disconnected things. Henle (1962)
calls this aspect of creativity ìharmonyî (p. 31). Finally, some theorists
have given particular attention to the role of contradictions in the creative
processes. Creativity is regarded as the ability to relate elements that were
previously seen as contradictory. Kuhn (1963) saw divergent thinking as a
response to data contradicting the existing paradigm. The author views
creative process as a process of dialectical thinking. Thus educators should
focus on developing epistemology of dialectical thinking that should serve
as a roadmap for creative process.

Developing teachersí epistemology of dialectic
and meta-systemic thinking
Dialectical thinking may be particularly important when approaching is-
sues that rely heavily on formal approach. In such contexts, dialectical
epistemology provides the person with the model of creative thought that
involves integrating the present models of education in a larger view of
multiple systems evolving through interrelations with each other (Basseches,
1984).

As many authors (Basseches, 1984; Gruber, 1984; Hegel, 1967) ar-
gue, dialectical understanding of knowledge and ideas gives both cogni-
tive and affective support to the processes of creativity. On the cognitive
side, dialectical epistemology might be seen as providing a set of directions
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to thought. On the affective side, dialectical thinking helps person to sup-
port the emotional tensions of the creative process: the tension of holding
opposing views simultaneously, of sustaining uncertainty, of breaking away
from an established way of seeing things, and of tolerating ambiguity. A
dialectical view of knowledge supports these affective tensions in the crea-
tive thought by asserting them and showing that evolution of thought will
eventually lead to the creation of new and more adequate knowledge.

Epistemology of dialectical thinking includes 1) seeing oneís thought
in the process of evaluation; it means to see the necessity of change, to
view change as natural, expectable, and valuable. It encourages teachers
to be ready and willing to move away from an old tradition; 2) dialectical
epistemology can be regarded as a part of larger thought systems. Devel-
oping dialectical epistemology would mean altering teachersí response to
contradictions that are encountered in problem solving: rather than being
ignored, contradictions should be perceived as opportunities to develop; 3)
dialectical epistemology encourages educators to look for ways of resolv-
ing them in higher order syntheses, by creating new, more complex sys-
tems encompassing the old contradictory frameworks (Basseches, 1984 a).

Gruber (1984) describes a creative person as consciously monitoring
and directing the evolution of three systems and their interrelations. These
three organizational systems are comprised of 1) the organization of knowl-
edge (beliefs that are constantly being altered in response to new data); 2)
affects (emotional aspects in work of a person); and 3) the system of pur-
pose (complex network of tasks, goals, and projects) that persons intend to
carry on. Each of these subsystems includes smaller systems that are inter-
related in a complex way, with each subsystem evolving over time (Gruber,
1984). Therefore, as Gruber (1984) argues, creativity requires cognitive
abilities described by the metaphorical dialectical thinking: ability to un-
derstand, anticipate, and direct the evolution of a system, as well as the
ability to relate multiple systems to each other. Advanced stages in the
development of dialectical thinking make it possible for a person to direct
his or her own creative processes in projects that are extended in both time
and scope.

Concluding comments

Ecological, cultural and educational crisis fosters teachers to re-evaluate
their underlying assumptions behind the destructive social, economic and
educational practices and think creatively about new practices that are
sustainable over a long run.

Holistic vision is future oriented and is committed to building a sus-
tainable future. Holistic worldview is an effort to regain a sense of holism
and interdependence. In contrast to the old, atomistic, or scientific model
of isolation and analysis, it can be described in terms of relatedness and
interdependence.

A holistic conception of education requires transformation of teach-
ersí assumptions. Educators themselves should become agents of social and
cultural change in their search for wholeness, meaning, and authenticity.

Transformative perspective includes both critical/reflective and crea-
tive thinking. Critical thinking is concerned with critical evaluation of a
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current practice, beliefs and attitudes, while the creative aspect of trans-
formation process is involved with the creation or generation of ideas, proc-
esses, experiences or objects in order to develop alternative models of edu-
cation.

There are hundreds of schools and successful educators in the world
and in Latvia committed to incorporating holistic education or elements of
holistic education into their pedagogy. They are struggling to live up to
their visions, trying to apply a wide array of strategies in their work. Many
educators in Latvia have considered classical and more recent research in
holistic education as a supporting evidence for informing their holistic prac-
tices. Nevertheless teachers are still facing certain problems in the process
of implementing holistic curriculum, such as availability of resources, lack
of prior experience and skills of planning integrated curriculum and coor-
dinating teaching schedules.

The teacher training programs should pay attention to the develop-
ment of teachersí creative thinking skills toward novel ways of implement-
ing holistic curricula. It might facilitate the growth of creativity in several
ways: 1) dialectical thinking would foster awareness of novelty and rela-
tions among things; 2) a dialectical view on knowledge would turn teach-
ersí attention to contradictions and attempts of synthesis; 3) dialectical
epistemology might provide teachers with a model of creative thought in-
volving the integration of the present formal system in a larger perspective
of multiple systems evolving through interrelations with each other; and 4)
meta-systematic dialectical thinking skills might provide the opportunity
for teachers to carry out conscious management of interrelated evoking
systems.
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Wholeness versus Fragmentation
in Contemporary Education:

Lithuanian Perspective

Tatjana Bulajeva and Lilija DuoblienÎ
Vilnius University, Lithuania

Abstract
The article focuses on the analysis of the concepts of wholeness and frag-
mentation in contemporary education. Different scholars interpret them
differently. For holistic educators living in a diverse, pluralistic world, it is
essential to reconsider this concept anew, to convey to students the whole-
ness of the world, to develop a comprehensive understanding of the rela-
tion of the humanity and the individual to the world, nature, and commu-
nity.

The dichotomy of wholeness/fragmentation is analysed viewing it from
two philosophical perspectives: pragmatism and postmodernism. The con-
cept of curriculum integration as a necessary precondition for teaching a
holistic perception of the world is analysed. The continuum of integration
is interpreted as an evolutionary process, which is under way in Lithua-
nian schools.

Key words: holism; dichotomy of wholeness/fragmentation; curriculum
integration; models of curriculum integration.

Holism is considered to be one of the aims of educational process, the proc-
ess of knowledge organization and experience integration leading to the
development of a versatile person and helping to reach the inner cohesion
of the person. Wholeness as integration has been discussed by different
schools of thought. In the contemporary information society, this polemics
becomes even more important because of its emphasis on the necessity of
developing a person capable of perceiving the wholeness of the world and
at the same time living in harmony with all its diversity and controversies.

Educators look for new educational models of curriculum integration,
capable of developing not a fragmented but a mature, integrated personal-
ity. Integrated curriculum becomes an important precondition for teaching
a holistic world vision. Curriculum integration is understood as a continuum
(Drake, 1998), which is moving from lower to higher levels, when progres-
sively more and more connections are made with the learning content. It is
interpreted as an evolutionary process (Fogarty, 1991; Hargreaves, Earl
& Ryan, 1996; Case, 1991).

The aim of this article is to interpret wholeness and fragmentation
from two philosophical perspectives: postmodernism and pragmatism. The
analysis will help us find the ways to overcome fragmentation in education
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and develop appropriate curriculum integration models for Lithuanian
school.

The empirical data presented in this paper are received applying the
method of document analysis. The Lithuanian school curricula documents
have been studied using a qualitative content analysis.

Wholeness as experience integration

The integration of Lithuania into the European Union creates favourable
conditions for rethinking the educational philosophy, which underpins our
educational policy in general and the policy of curriculum development in
particular. In the contemporary world, which is characterised by rapid
changes and the boost of information, it seems impossible to perceive a
whole picture, as everything is made up of diverse, fragmented elements.
The problems of fragmentation in education and in educational curriculum
can be solved using different strategies.

One of the strategies to overcome fragmentation is offered by the prag-
matist philosopher John Dewey, whose philosophy is popular in Lithuania.
He thinks that the experience integration is the instrument which leads to
the development of a holistic world view. It is through experience that we
perceive the world around us and are able to apply the accumulated knowl-
edge in life situations. In this way, the enrichment of experience becomes
an important aim of education in general and of school education in par-
ticular. For this purpose, there is a need to have a particular curriculum
and learning environment which would help students to integrate the ex-
perience acquired from different subjects. The process of experience inte-
gration is made easier if the curriculum itself is integrated.

Analysing the term ëwholenessí, Dewey (1990, 1997) points out that
nothing but experience helps us to perceive the existing order of the nature
and create a holistic picture of it. It is actually through numerous experi-
ences (to be more precise, fragments of it) that we acquire the wholeness
of the world picture. In his opinion, the progress of experience integration
process depends not only on a properly organised process of acquiring
experience in the classroom, but also on studentís interests (Dewey, 1997).
The interest becomes a motivating element which leads to the perception
of the interconnectedness of real world ensuring the effectiveness of the
teaching process.

There is another aspect of experience integration which Dewey con-
siders important. School should not be separated from real life situations
and there should be

ìthe organic connection with social life, Öa childís need of
action, of expression, of desire to do something, to be con-
structive and creative, instead of simply being passive and
conformingÖ . What we want is to have the child come to
school with a whole mind and a whole body, and to leave
school with a fuller mind and even a healthier bodyî (Dewey,
1990: 79ñ80).

The creation of a proper learning environment promotes deepening of oneís
experience and learning from it.

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ
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It should be noted that the theory of pragmatism has a rather long
tradition in Lithuanian education. Lithuanian educators were interested in
it before World War II and later, during the Soviet period, ideas of Dewey
could be found in Mahmutovís theory of problem solving (Maхмутов, 1975),
in some works by Lithuanian educators (Lau˛ikas, 1974; ValatkienÎ, 1997),
and after the collapse of the Soviet regime in Lithuanian school documents,
because the ideas of pragmatism were considered to be important for the
individualization of teaching (Core Curricula and Education Standards for
the Basic School, 2003). At present, when curriculum integration process
is under way, pragmatist ideas are gaining popularity again.

Wholeness as a common agreement

The term ëpostmoderní in Websterís dictionary is defined as

ìrelating to a movement that is in reaction against the theory
and practice of modern art or literatureî (Websterís Ninth
New Collegiate Dictionary, 1991: 919).

Today, the philosophy of postmodernism is often used by many scholars to
understand different aspects of the contemporary life, not only art or lit-
erature. At present, it is popular to use it for the analysis of various educa-
tional phenomena. The popularity of postmodernist philosophy among the
Lithuanian scholars is also growing (AramaviËi˚tÎ, 2004; DuoblienÎ, 2002),
because it gives the possibility to look at the contemporary education from
a different angle, to analyse and interpret the present educational situation
in Lithuania from a radically new perspective.

When we look at the phenomenon of fragmentation in education from
the postmodernist perspective, we find another strategy of dealing with
this problem. According to the postmodern view, as concerns the phenom-
enon of fragmentation, wholeness and fragmentation tend to become in-
terchanging states of the same phenomenon, which is defined as dichotomy.
Boundaries existing in the dichotomy of fragmentation/wholeness (like in
other dichotomies: teacher/student; teaching/learning; individuation/
socialization) are gradually disappearing (Deleuz & Parnet, 1987). Such a
view diminishes the fear of fragmentation and allows a person to create
momentuous perceptions of a whole. These momentuous holistic percep-
tions or certain fragmented configurations make it possible to construct an
individual understanding of the world (Usher & Edvards, 1996).

Postmodernists consider that dealing with fragmentation as well as
ambiguity in social life, people must arrive at common agreements (Rorty,
1992). The process of education is understood as a process in which learn-
ing and understanding are achieved not through knowledge transmission,
but through the dialogue and negotiation, when educational experts reach
a common agreement on the educational content (Lyotard, 1993).

Curriculum integration

In what way can the above-discussed philosophical perspectives be useful
to practising teachers? Can these ideas be applied in contemporary schooling?

The changing world and the challenges of globalisation provide even
more evidence for the neccessity to integrate the individual experience in

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ
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order to convey to students the wholeness of a diverse, pluralistic world in
which we live.

The fullness of human existence, its moral, aesthetic, emotional, psy-
chological, and spiritual dimensions make us more than mere information
processors or goods consumers. Human experience is an expression of the
evolution of life. Living in a global world, one must acquire a global per-
spective, develop a comprehensive understanding of the relations of the
humanity and the individual to the nature, the community, and the world.
From this standpoint, wholeness is interpreted as comprehensiveness. Striv-
ing for this type of wholeness in the long run has given rise to comprehen-
sive schools. Holism becomes the most important goal of education, the
process of knowledge and experience integration, helping to achieve inner
and outer harmony and inner cohesion of personality (McLaughlin, 1997).
Holism as an aim of education may be interpreted differently.

Firstly, we say that personality tries to reach this inner cohesion
through achieving the unity of educational aims and views. As a result,
human life becomes harmonious and holistic in the integrative sense. As
Midgley puts it, this need for integration is interrelated with our desires,
abilities, and needs. People have the ability of self-integration and seek it in
a natural way. The existing fear of fragmentation empowers people to
build their own lives (Midgley, 1980).

Secondly, the wholeness of world perception can be developed using
the curriculum integration. For centuries, educators have been wrestling
with an overcrammed curriculum content and subject barriers in school
curriculum leading to a fragmented knowledge perception. At present, there
is a clear shift to generic skills, which are more important to learn and
develop. These skills do not preclude content: rather the content is a vehi-
cle for acquiring the skills. They become an important linking element re-
ducing subject barriers and fragmentation. It becomes obvious that the
integration of educational content is the next step towards the develop-
ment of wholeness in perception (Drake, 1998). This integration aiming at
holistic perception takes many forms. There is no universal model. You
cannot develop a curriculum and expect that teachers would teach the
same content and skills in the same way in every classroom.

Jacobs (1989), Burns (1995) and Fogarty (1991) point out that an in-
tegrated curriculum is a continuum, along which progressively more and
more connections are made. It is evolutionary in its nature. Burns (1995)
also aligns each position with the curriculum instruction, assessment, and
class culture. Hargreaves and his associates (1996) analysing problems
with continuums say they embody implicit values, any movement along
the suggested continuum representing growth towards a more progressive
state, which is not always the case. Ericson (1995) differentiates between
a lower-level form of integration (multidisciplinary) and a higher-level (inter-
disciplinary) form, promoting higher-order of thinking. The integrated cur-
riculum model developed by Drake (1998) describes successive steps which
teachers should make going from traditional (subject-based) curriculum to
an integrated one (see Figure 1). Her continuum includes not only lower
levels of integration (fusion, integration within one subject), but it moves
further up from a multidisciplinary via interdisciplinary to a transdiscipli-
nary level.

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ
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Transdisciplinary
Interdisciplinary

Multidisciplinary
Within one subject

Fusion
Traditional

Figure 1. Continuum of integration (Drake, 1998)

The positions in this continuum need explanation:
� Traditional. The material is taught through the lens of only one disci-

pline or subject.
� Fusion. A topic is inserted into several subject areas.
� Within one subject. The subdisciplines are integrated within one sub-

ject area (such as physics, chemistry, and biology integrated as sci-
ence).

� Multidisciplinary. The disciplines are connected through the theme or
issue studied during the same time frame but in separate classrooms.
In primary schools, students may rotate through learning centers rep-
resenting different subject areas. Students are expected to make con-
nections among subject areas themselves rather than having them
taught explicitly.

� Interdisciplinary. Interdisciplinary curriculum may have many differ-
ent variations. The subjects are connected beyond the common theme
or issue. These connections are made explicit to students. The curricu-
lum may be tied together by guiding questions, a common conceptual
framework or cross-disciplinary standards.

� Transdisciplinary. This approach transcends disciplines; it may take
different forms. It differs from the other approaches because it does
not begin with the disciplines in the planning process; rather, the plan-
ning begins from real-life contexts. The disciplines are embedded in
the learning. This approach can include cross-disciplinary outcomes,
but often emphasizes personal growth and social responsibility. The
curriculum revolves around a social issue or problem in a real-life
context. The story model, the project method, negotiating the curricu-
lum approaches allows students to control their learning, increase
academic achievement and well-being (Drake, 1998: 20ñ23).

Further analysis of curriculum integration problems encountered by
school-teachers shows the distinct differences in the philosophy and tech-
niques used while developing integrated curricula. Teachers seem to move
into higher degrees of integration as they learn to make more connections.
It is obvious that the model of integration, suggested by Drake, corresponds
most to Lithuanian strategy, which is used to develop integrated curricula
for different school levels.

The analysis of Lithuanian school core curricula

Since the reestablishment of independence in Lithuania, the development
of national core curriculum for comprehensive schools has undergone many
changes. In 1994, the first draft of Core Curricula for the Comprehensive
school appeared. It was approved by the Ministry of Education and Sci-

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ
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ence in 1995. Since then, the Curriculum Development Group of the Lithua-
nian Ministry of Education and Science has been constantly working on
the improvement of national core curricula. There is a noticeable shift to a
standard-based curriculum. The term ëstandardsí at present is most often
used as an umbrella to cover such popular terms as ëoutcomesí, ëexpecta-
tionsí, ëcompetencesí. The standard-based curriculum planning strategy,
which was used in developing new versions of national core curricula (2002,
2003), are more favourable for curriculum integration.

The content analysis of the improved version of Core Curricula and
Education Standards for the Basic School (2003) has shown that it is based
on the subject core curricula, which were defined in the first version. The
integration within these core curricula is not discussed, yet mentioning the
importance of integrating studentsí experience into the acquired knowl-
edge and reflection on it. It is apparent that in the descriptions of core
content of separate subjects (namely, History, Ethics, Philosophy, Arts,
Natural Sciences) the attempts to establish integrational links are made
through defining common competences and skills (such as critical and ana-
lytical thinking, interpretational and inquiry skills), which should be devel-
oped at different school levels. That was not considered in the first version
of the Lithuanian curriculum document (1995) where only the core content
of subject curricula was described.

The core curricula of the main subjects (Mathematics, Literature,
Languages, etc.) in the analysed curriculum document (2003) are described
listing all the possible connections with other subjects, which teachers can
make. Teachers are encouraged to do that in a broader educational con-
text, though it is not a real integration but the first steps made in this direc-
tion. In the improved version of Core curricula for the Primary school the
next step towards wholeness was made by grouping separate subjects into
blocks: Social Education, Environmental Education, Humanitarian Educa-
tion, Natural Sciences, Technologies. For these discipline blocks there are
common goals and tasks as well as didactic approaches and values, which
should be developed and formulated. This is done in the core curricula of
all school levels.

The analysis of the above mentioned core curricula document revealed
that it contains a few integrated curricula: the contents of Ethics, Civic
Education, Social Studies, Art Education have connections with the con-
tent of other disciplines. For example, in Ethics issues are analysed from
philosophical, psychological, ethnological, theological and politological
aspects. Social Studies is in fact a two-discipline (History and Geography)
integrated curriculum. In the curriculum of Civic Education all integrational
levels (as described in Drakeís model) are found. Starting from a fusion
level of integration, teachers are recommended to move up and to make
further connections with other subjects (History, Geography, Ethics, Lit-
erature) and integrate them into all aspects of school life. Now Civic Edu-
cation is taught as a separate subject in grades 8ñ10 of the primary school.

In 2005, a new draft project of integrated curricula was developed by
a National Curriculum Development Group. It was based on EU cross-
curricular themes (1998, 2001). The school level in this draft document is
not specified. There are the following integrated curricula described in this
draft:

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ
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� Learning to learn
� Communication and ICT
� Civics
� Entrepreneurship
� Sustainable development
� Cultural consciousness

The analysis of the Lithuanian concept of integrated curricula shows
that the curricula developers try to consider Deweyís integrational schemes
(Dewey, 1990). Besides, the curriculum integration models described in
this draft document partly correspond to those offered by Drake and oth-
ers. Teachers are recommended to use the following integrational schemes:

Figure 2. Integration within one subject

For example, the widely used IT and computer-based subject teaching
are integrated into separate subject curricula. This integration model can
hardly be helpful in the development of wholeness, unless subject teachers
or their teams discuss and plan subject content together. Otherwise they
will not be able to develop a holistic perception, and it will remain frag-
mentary.

Figure 3. Subjects are connected through common themes or issues

If this team works hard trying to find multiple connections, this results in a
higher level of curriculum integration (Figure 3), corresponding to Drakeís
multidisciplinary level.

Figure 4. Integrated curriculum having a common conceptual framework

When developed further, this integrational model becomes an inter-
disciplinary curriculum (Figure 4), with a common conceptual framework

  
 Subject A Integrated 

curriculum 

 Integrational 
programme 

Subject A Subject B

Subject C Subject D

Subject A Subject B

Subject C Subject D

 Integrated 
curriculum 

T. Bulajeva,
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or cross-disciplinary standards. But the most recommended curriculum in-
tegration model in Lithuanian draft document is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Integrated curriculum has connections to all school subjects and the
entire school context

It corresponds to Drakeís transdisciplinary curriculum integration model.
Its creation requires starting the integrational process at the stage of plan-
ning, when from the very beginning curriculum developers agree on a com-
mon conception, goals, and outcomes.

Models in Figures 4 and 5 obviously correspond most to holistic ideas
authors have discussed, except for Dewey, who stresses the experience
integration. According to his concept of wholeness, students should collect
experience, reflect on it, and connect fragments into a holistic world pic-
ture. The Lithuanian curriculum integration models are apparently closer
to Drakeís model, because there is a little attention given to the experience
integration. But, similar to Drakeís theory, these models mainly focus on
the cognitive and less on the empirical aspects of education. If in the proc-
ess of content integration teachers do not give enough consideration to
studentsí interests and their experiences, the best integrational schemes
may go to pieces and then the desired wholeness would become nothing
but a fragmented picture of the world.

Such fragmentation reminds of a postmodernist view. Postmodernists
do not aim at developing the wholeness of educational content; on the con-
trary, they speak of accidentally perceived different constructs of the con-
tent, which are individual, difficult to measure and foresee (Rorty, 1992;
Parker, 1997). Most likely it would correspond to the model in Figure 3, if
it is possible to relate Lithuanian models to the postmodernist tradition.

Conclusions

The contemporary philosophy of education stresses the importance of ho-
lism. It is important for teachers to understand that personal experience
and the holistic world perception based on this experience are important
components of holistic education. To ensure holistic cognition and to make
the integration of personal experiences and knowledge possible, different
didactic models of curriculum integration can be applied.

 In conclusion, we may say that the problem in Lithuanian curriculum
in general does not lie in lack of attention to curriculum integration and
holistic education of students. The problem is that when creating
integrational models we do not give enough attention to experience inte-
gration, studentsí interests, desires, to those things, which according to
philosophers of holistic education are most important.

 Subject A Subject B

Subject C Subject D

T. Bulajeva,
L. DuoblienÎ



48

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Drakeís curriculum integration model demonstrates how gradually,
stage by stage, the integration of curriculum can be achieved. It corre-
sponds best to the integrational process that has begun within the frame-
work of improving Lithuanian school core curricula. The attention given
to curriculum improvement and its integration shows that the philosophy
of holism gradually becomes the basis of Lithuanian school curriculum
policy and is reflected in educational theory and practice.

Newly developed integrated curricula (the Lithuanian draft document)
provide good examples of higher-level (interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary) curriculum integration. It is expected that they will help
to achieve common educational goals and to develop the wholeness of the
human being as fully as possible.
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Journal of Teacher Education and Training, Vol. 5, 2005

Taking the Experiential Path
in Science Teaching

Lolita Jon‚ne
Daugavpils University, Latvia

Abstract
Science and technology play a significant role in our everyday lives. In
recent years, the discussion of how to improve science education and pro-
mote scientific literacy has found worldwide attention. School science cur-
ricula have historically been dominated by discipline-based content and
isolated from student needs, interests and experiences. Science education
has neglected the basic critical thinking and cognitive skills that contribute
to an individualís comprehension and application of science knowledge.

The new holistic paradigm requires a new approach to the develop-
ment of science teaching content. Curriculum must reflect new learning
strategies and technologies, support studentsí authentic investigations and
the development of inquiry, exploration and discovery skills. Based on D.A.
Kolbís model of experiential education, this article discusses the hierarchy
of experiences and the possibilities for organizing science teaching/learn-
ing episodes along the experiential framework. The instructional methods
for the facilitation of the learning process to guide the learner through the
content are described in the article.

Key words: scientific literacy; content; experience; learning activities.

In recent years, awareness has grown that school science, as it has been
taught since the beginning of the 20th century with little changes except for
the growing volume of curricular topics, is not adequate for educating our
youngsters to understand the quickly changing contemporary world and
society. Most educators would agree that one essential goal of education
is the intellectual development of students to become effective problem
solvers for the Information Literacy Age. The issue of active teaching in
experiential education is recognizable in the Chinese proverb:

ìTell me, and will I forget.
Show me, and I will remember.
Involve me, and I will understand.î

What does experiential education mean?

Experiential education claims to be holistic, which means that it conceives
of cognition, aptitude and attitude as integrated and complex components
rather than as separate ñ or even separable ñ aspects of behaviour
(Hovelynck, 2001). According to Miller (1998), holistic education is con-
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cerned with connections in human experience ñ connections between lin-
ear thinking and intuitive ways of knowing, between academic disciplines,
between individuals and communities. Holism implies that experience can-
not be understood in terms of knowledge, skills or attitude, but necessarily
comprises all of those simultaneously, and is embedded in relationships
(Hovelynck, 2001). For Rogers (1994) experiential learning is equivalent
to personal change and growth. He feels that all human beings have a
natural propensity to learn; the role of the teacher is to facilitate such learn-
ing.

Greenwald (2000) argues that the best way for students to learn sci-
ence is to experience problems that challenge science and the thoughts,
habits of mind and actions associated with trying to solve them. This im-
plies opportunities for authentic, inquiry-based learning ñ activities in which
the learner extracts meaning from experience. Then changes are required
in curriculum development and in organizing the learning process. Possi-
bilities to utilize an experiential approach in the science teaching/learning
process are discussed in this article.

Changes in science teaching

The focus is changing and must change from teaching to learning; from
outer-directed, ìexpertî-driven curriculum and methodologies to more
learner-centered, experience-based, connected ways of acquiring the knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes required for life in the world in which our young
people will live and work (Poulsen, 1994). Wittrock (1977) emphasizes
that learning has been described as changing through experience, acquir-
ing relatively permanent change in understanding, attitude, knowledge,
information ability, and skills through experience. It is now widely accepted
among educators that humans are not passive recipients of knowledge but
people who actively construct meaning and knowledge based on their ex-
perience. Aubusson (2004) argues that students bring prior knowledge to
the classroom that is resistant to change because it is powerfully explana-
tory since it is based on personal, real life evidence and therefore influ-
ences the learning of real concepts. If students bring alternative (less scien-
tifically accepted) views to the classroom, the task of the teacher is to
promote studentsí consideration of alternative ideas, which help the stu-
dent make better sense of the world. The teacher requires students to change
their concepts from those they have formulated through experience to oth-
ers that more closely resemble an accepted scientific view (Aubusson, 2004).

An essential element is considering the curriculum as providing op-
portunities and guiding students to build their own experiential reconstruc-
tion, rather than pursuing the development of knowledge itself. Therefore,
it seems to focus on how to utilize knowledge rather than simply memoriz-
ing and reciting the knowledge. Dewey (1933) emphasizes the value of
science as an epistemology, called ëhabits of mindí, that requires both de-
ductive (abstractions) and inductive (empirical experiments) processes of
thinking (Steve, Oliver & Jakson, 2004).

There is an increasing call among science educators for fundamental
changes in course content and modes of instruction to increase studentsí
scientific literacy.

L. Jon‚ne
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The selection of content for science education as a problematic issue
has been discussed by Roberts (1982) and Broks (2004). A constructivist
approach to classroom science supports these reform articulations because
students learn science as active constructors, rather than passive recipi-
ents of knowledge. As students negotiate their understandings in science in
collaboration with teachers and peers, critical thinking becomes the domi-
nant mode of learning over the rote memorization of facts.

These goals can only be achieved when educators have enabling re-
sources, adequate materials, applied training, and time to implement the
teaching of science in an engaging and meaningful fashion. This means
that a science educational programís enrichment activities should facili-
tate continuous development of scientific literacy, which requires power-
ful learning episodes that are relevant and engaging to all of the learners.

To truly define a curriculum as ìexperiential,î there must be some
evidence that ìexperiential processingî takes place. According to Joplin
(1995), experience alone is not experiential education. Rather, true experi-
ential education is characterized by systematic interventions of the learn-
ing facilitator with the learner along an experiential path. Joplin identifies
these overt interventions as follows.
� Focus. Includes presenting the task and isolating the attention of the

learner for concentration. It defines the subject of study and prepares
the student for encountering the challenging action that follows.

� Support the feedback. Exists throughout the learning experience and
includes maintaining close proximity to the learner during the activity
to facilitate questioning and to clarify instructions. Adequate support
enables the learner to persevere. It includes demonstrating interest in
the learnerís situation and letting the learner know that help is avail-
able when needed. Adequate feedback will ensure that the learner has
the necessary information to move ahead. It includes comments about
how the learner works, the learnerís manner of interactions, and sub-
stance of the learnerís work.

� Debriefing. The learning is recognized, articulated, and assessed. It
should complement the natural breaking points for sub-themes and
sub-activities within the learning experience. It can also serve as a
bridge between natural transition points in the curriculum, when mov-
ing from one component to the next one along an experiential path.
This is also the learning facilitatorís opportunity to assure that the
learnerís previous actions do not remain unquestioned, unrealized,
unintegrated, or unorganized. This is the opportunity to ensure that
the learnerís conclusions are verified and mirrored against a greater
body of perception. This intervention includes facilitating decisions
about what needs to be done next or how things could have been done
differently.

Content is more than just information to be learned and skills to be
mastered for educational purposes. Dewey (1933) argued long ago that if
content is to be more than information for educational purposes, it must
bear some relationship to ìthe questions in which the child is concernedî
and it must ìfit into the childís more direct acquaintance so as to increase
its efficiency and deepen its meaningî (Horton & Hutchinson, 2004). When
selecting content for a science course or for a particular unit of study, the
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planner must take into account the potential of the content to address all
the cognitive, social and affective dimensions of the individual learner, with
understanding of the interests, needs and abilities of the target audience.

Cognitive theorists, such as Bloom, dealt with the hierarchical nature
of knowledge in the cognitive domain, while humanists, such as Maslow,
concentrated on the affective domain and how ìlearners attempt to take
control of their life processesî (Kelly, 2004). Both fields acknowledged the
importance of experience, but neither could formulate an adequate theory
as to its function in learning. However, cognitive and humanistic research
began to focus more and more towards the importance of experience. In
the early 1980ís, Mezirow, Freire and others stressed that the heart of
learning lies in the way we process experience, in particular, our critical
reflection of experience (Kelly, 2004). They spoke of learning as a cycle
that begins with experience, continues with reflection and later leads to
action which itself becomes a concrete experience for reflection.

 Most curriculum developers agree that content should be organized
by going from the learnersí immediate environment to a more distant envi-
ronment; that is, content should be organized so that the concrete is expe-
rienced before the abstract. This psychological factor is a key principle
when basing content sequencing in applying the Experiential Learning
Theory, which combines content with experience, perception, cognition,
and behaviour. In ìThe Experiential Learning Experience as the Source of
Learning and Development,î Kolb (1984) describes experiential learning
as a holistic integrative approach. Building on the writings of Dewey and
Piaget, Kolb (1984) postulates that content is best organized along an ex-
periential path, where learning takes place as a series of transactions among
four adaptive modes: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualisation, and active experimentation:
� In concrete experience, the learner is openly introduced to the content

as a new experience.
� In reflective observation, the learner reflects and observes the content

from many different perspectives.
� In the active experimentation mode learners create concepts, in which

observations are formed into generalizations, in the applications and
make decisions.

� In the abstract conceptualisation phase, learning involves using logic
and ideas.

Kolb (1984) reminds us that higher forms of cognition, creativity, and per-
sonal development often require a more dynamic interaction among the
four modes.

Hierarchy of experiences

When designing educational experiences, it is important to consider not
only the level of involvement for each experience, but also the standards of
quality for the experience and the learnerís ability to respond. When match-
ing experiences with content, one must begin by establishing a range of
experientiality for the unit. To facilitate the process, Gibbons (1990) has
adapted this aspect of decision-making to the following hierarchy of expe-
riences:
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� Receptive mode. Experiences, or representations of them, are presented
to learners, who remain as a passive audience throughout.

1. Simulated experience. Learners passively experience pictures,
videos and other simulations of reality.

2. Spectator experience. Learners experience the object of study
with all senses, but as observers.

� Analytical mode. Learners conduct field studies in which they apply
theoretical knowledge and critical thinking skills in order to study some
events, analyse some aspects of the environment or solve some practi-
cal problems.

1. Exploratory experience. Learners are exposed to interesting
sites and encouraged to explore the possibilities of the materi-
als at hand.

2. Analytical experience. Learners study field sites systematically,
often applying theory to solve some practical situations.

� Productive mode. Learners generate products, activities and services
that are either assigned or of their own devising.

1. Generative experience. Learners build, create, compose, or-
ganize, or otherwise generate products in appropriate settings.

2. Challenge experience. Learners are challenged to pursue goals
of productivity and accomplishment.

� Developmental mode. Learners pursue excellence in a particular field
by designing and implementing long-term programs of study, activity
and practice.

1. Competence experience. Learners focus on a particular field,
practice the skills involved, become absorbed in the activity,
and achieve recognized competence.

2. Mastery experience. Learners go beyond competence, devel-
oping commitment to a set of high personal standards of excel-
lence.

� Psychological mode. Learners achieve an understanding of themselves
and their relationships with others. They accomplish the task presented
by their stage of development toward maturity and make contribu-
tions to the lives of others.

1. Personal growth experience. Learners gain understanding of
themselves as unique individuals and learn to direct their own
activities effectively and responsibly.

2. Social growth experience. Learners become more socially com-
petent with people of all ages and act in more socially respon-
sible ways, using their accomplishments in service to the com-
munity.

According to Gibbonsí (1990) hierarchy of experiences, as the degree
of experience increases, the learner takes on more responsibility for learn-
ing. At an introductory level, an experience at the lower end of the scale
may be quite appropriate. On the other hand, if a unit builds on previous
knowledge and is designed for highly motivated and competent learners,
experiences should be at the higher end of the scale.
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Gibbons (1990) defines the elements of experiential learning as the
things that make the experience happen, including the nature of the activi-
ties selected, the skills to be applied through the activities, and the way in
which the activities are facilitated. The activity element of a structured
experience is often referred to as the instructional methodology by which
learning takes place. It reflects a multitude of both formal and informal
teaching methods. Figure 1 illustrates the learning activities representative
of each component of Kolbís (1984) model. Activities such as field experi-
ences, inquiry laboratories, direct data collection, and the reading of pri-
mary sources are all designed to give the learner personal experience with
the content. Discussions force students to reflect on their experiences and
the experiences of others. Model building exercises, research papers and
lectures that present a model are examples of activities that foster abstract
conceptualisation. Simulations and projects force the learner to apply the
models on problem situations.

 Concrete   Reflective         Abstract        Active
Experience Observation Conceptualization Experimentation

Observations Textbooks Lectures Simulations
Laboratories Journals Papers Laboratory
Primary text Discussion Projects    work
   reading Brainstorming Analogies Projects
Problem sets Questions Homework
Examples

Figure 1. Kolbís model with activity components in science teaching/learning
process

Kolb emphasized that all science activities fall under eight categories
of science process skills: exploration, focusing, grounding, structuring, in-
vestigation, verification, recording, and communication. The knowledge-
based skills of Bloomís taxonomy of the cognitive domain are found under
Kolbís headings of exploration and focusing. The remaining cognitive skills,
often called ìhigher-order skillsî, are found under the headings of ground-
ing, structuring, investigation, verification, recording, and communication.

Kolbís research aligns these various skills with the science skills cat-
egories linked to experiential model, as shown in Figure 2.

Experiential   Concrete   Reflective        Abstract
  Education Experience Observation Conceptualization

Scientific inquiry
process domains

 Problem finding  Question asking    Answer seeking

Science skill Explo- Focusing Groun- Structu- Investi- Verifica-
categories ring ding ring gating ting

Figure 2. Kolbís model with inquiry process domains, skill categories and compi-
lation of science skills

L
ea

rn
in

g 
ac

ti
vi

ti
es

L. Jon‚ne



56

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

A most effective activity, in which the learner extracts meaning from
experience, is inquiry-based learning. In inquiry based learning, the learner
extracts meaning from experiences and learns how to continue learning. In
an attempt to understand the world, students acquire scientific skills that
provide them with the most powerful tools for producing and arranging
information about the world. Learners engaged in science activities use
such skills as inferring, hypothesizing, measuring, estimating, and experi-
menting to bring meaning to their world. Inquiry-based learning is mani-
fested in a variety of curricular and instructional approaches; it can be
individual or collaborative. Working collaboratively allows students to
explore and share their existing views, which is considered essential to
addressing issues in education. It also allows for explicitly connecting new
information to existing ideas through dialogic means with peers and the
teacher (Conner, 2004).

There is much evidence to suggest that using group work helps stu-
dents to learn. In a group work, teachers would be expected initially to
give an introduction to the whole class about what is required. Asking
questions can encourage new kinds of thinking, providing feedback on group
progress. During whole class or small group discussions, the teacher can
enable students to build on their existing knowledge by focusing, report-
ing, consolidating, or presenting a thoughtful argument. Focusing can in-
clude giving direction for activities, setting time limits, setting deadlines
for completion of tasks, pacing activities, generating interest, directing at-
tention to important features of the discussion, asking higher order ques-
tions, and waiting for answers (Conner, 2004).

Practical work is essential not just for learning material content, but
also for pupils to make their own personal contact with scientific work,
with its delight and sorrows. They need to meet their own difficulties like
any professional scientist and enjoy their own successes, so that the rela-
tionship of scientific knowledge to the experiment is something they under-
stand.

Some characteristics of science education in Latvia high school

The system of optional educational programs in secondary education was
introduced in the school year 1999/2000. Students could select one out of
four educational programs: 1) general program, 2) humanitarian and so-
cial program, 3) science and mathematics program, and 4) professional
program. Students who have selected humanitarian and social or general
program are not supposed to study physics, chemistry and biology as sepa-
rate subjects. The first project regarding the school subject Science was
realized in Latvia in 1996. It implicates the studies of physics and astronomy
in grade 10, chemistry in grade 11 and biology in grade 12.

There are ongoing discussions about the best way to teach science for
students in humanitarian and social or general education programs. For
such programs, the science curriculum should give all students the oppor-
tunity of achieving scientific literacy. It is necessary to foster the profes-
sional development of teachers, so that they would be able to use a learner-
centered and teacher-facilitated approach to instruction ensuring interdis-
ciplinary links with science knowledge and scientific skills development.
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Empiric research: Phase I

The aim of the research was to collect information about the main prob-
lems of science teachers.

Participants
Phase I of empiric research began in summer 2004 during in-service teach-
ers course îScience teaching at school: Problems and solutionsî. Partici-
pants of this research were 18 science teachers from Latvia high schools
and gymnasiums who teach science for students from humanitarian and
social or general education programs. The participants of the research rep-
resented different regions of Latvia: Latgale, Vidzeme, and Zemgale. Seven
teachers had physics teacher qualification and the experience of teaching
themes of physics included in school subject of science; 11 of them had
biology and chemistry teacher qualification (six of them had the experi-
ence of teaching both biology and chemistry themes), and one teacher had
geography teacher qualification, three teachers had the experience of teach-
ing entire science course. Teachers had the following experience in teach-
ing science as a school subject: 1-2 years ñ 28 %, 3-4 years ñ 16%, more
then 5 years ñ 56%.

Instruments
The data were collected using the questionnaire developed by the author
of article and consisting of 23 questions: about teachers qualification, ex-
perience, personal beliefs about the necessary teaching/learning for inte-
grated science course and integration of some themes, problems, views
about the aims of teaching science and the organization of learning proc-
ess.

Results and discussions
The main problems discerned by science teachers were the following:
1. Students do not want to acquire science knowledge (55%);
2. After leaving primary school, students have different level of knowl-

edge and abilities in science subjects. This creates difficulties and re-
quires a differentiated approach in high school (33%);

3. The shortage of literature on methodology, teachersí guides (66%);
4. Teachers have some difficulties selecting content for interdisciplinary

themes (22%);
5. The shortage of equipment for science demonstrations and laboratory

work (61%).

The answers provide evidence of the low level of motivation of students. It
is possible that the process of education is more subject-centred and less
focused on studentsí learning. This confirms the need to promote teachersí
professional competence of organizing learning process in science through
experiential approach. During in-service courses, teachers obtained infor-
mation about different educational strategies, which are based on the ex-
periential approach.
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Empiric research: Phase II

Phase II of empiric research was carried out during school year 2004/05.
The aim of this phase was to compare studentsí learning achievements in
science in schools using learner-centred and experience-based strategy and
in those schools where teachers use traditional approach to science teach-
ing.

Participants
Four teachers participating in in-service courses mentioned above collabo-
rated with the author of the article during the school year. In their teach-
ing, they used learner-centred and experience-based educational strategy.
These teachers organized learning process of science (physics part) for 97
students. This group was established as an experimental group. Learning
process in the control group was organized by science teachers who didnít
attend in-service teachers courses, but had some experience in teaching
science. They were teaching in the traditional way. The control group con-
sisted of 73 students. Students from Daugavpils, Riga, Ogre, and Kraslava
participated in the survey.

Instruments and procedures
At the end of the 1st semester, students from experimental and control groups
passed the test created by the author of article. The theme of the test was
ìSpaceî. This theme has a potential to promote the science literacy and
endow students with multidisciplinary learning opportunities. The test con-
sisted of 20 true/false questions and a creative task: to design interview
questions for space scientist. The time allotted for the test was 30 minutes.

 Interview questions were divided and evaluated in four groups: ques-
tions about science as a profession (e.g.: Why did you choose this profes-
sion?), formal questions (e.g.: What planet has the greatest number of sat-
ellites?), non-scientific or naive question (e.g.: What star do you want to
become after death?), and creative or problem questions (e.g.: What
changes will happen on the Earth in 1000 years?). Results are presented in
Table 1.

Results and discussion

   True Interview questions
 answers   Questions  Formal      Non- Creative or
 on true/     about questions scientific or   problem
   false  science as     naive   questions
questions a profession   questions
     %       %      %        %        %

Experi-
mental 67 13 39 11 34
group

Control 65 11 56 5 24
group

Table 1. Comparison of test results between experimental and control group
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The research shows that there is small difference between the experi-
mental and control group studentsí answers to traditional knowledge ques-
tions. Bigger differences were in the creative task. Students from the ex-
perimental group wrote more questions (7ñ10 questions) for interview than
students from the control group (5ñ9 questions). Experimental group stu-
dents would like to ask less formal questions and more creative and prob-
lem questions than control group students. Creative and problem ques-
tions show that students from experimental group better see connections
between science, environment and human beings.

Conclusions

The central argument, that all students should became more scientifically
capable as part of their education, can be considered from theoretical per-
spectives which have informed the literature in recent years.

The results of science teachersí work in classroom depend on pupils,
teachers and materials. The emphasis should not be put on changing what
has been learned but on the way of learning. Students can be given crea-
tive expression to engage in talking, thinking, and doing science. There are
many theories that emphasize studentsí active construction of new knowl-
edge based on their experiences.

There is an urgent need to reconstruct the models of science teacher
training and think about new approaches towards modernizing teacher
education. The emphasis should be put on the transition from outer-di-
rected, ìexpertî-driven curriculum and methodologies to more learner-
centered, experience-based, connected ways of acquiring knowledge, skills,
and attitudes. The instruction methods for the new facilitation of learning
process with the emphasis on experiential learning should be considered in
science teaching, as well as on all levels of schooling.
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Multiple Communicative Competences:
A Challenge for Foreign Language Teachers

AstrÓda Skrinda
Daugavpils University, Latvia

Abstract
Foreign language teaching has evolved to meet the challenges of the twenty-
first century by putting a new emphasis on learning for communication, or
communicative competence. The article argues that a further evolution is
required to take account of different effects of engaging with diversity, of
encountering learners of different social values and behaviours. The ne-
cessity to develop a pedagogy that enables effective communicative com-
petence in all its dimensions, including intercultural communicative com-
petence, has been accentuated.

The issues that are discussed in this paper are: diverse interpretations
of communicative competence, the distinction between communicative
competence and communicative performance, the use of meaning-based
classroom practices, which engage learners in authentic communicative
performance, as a way of developing higher level skills in using the target
language.

Key words: communicative competence; linguistic competence; sociolin-
guistic competence; strategic competence; discourse competence;
intercultural communicative competence; communicative abilities.

Recent years have seen many exciting developments in language teaching.
In Latvia at present, there is much emphasis on an early start to foreign
language instruction, increased contact hours for language studies, and
communicatively oriented teaching. In recent years, there has been a ma-
jor shift in perspective within the language teaching profession concerning
the nature of what is to be taught. There has been a change of emphasis
from presenting language as a set of forms that have to be learnt and
practiced, to presenting language as a functional system that is used to
fulfil a range of communicative purposes. This shift in emphasis has taken
place as a result of convincing arguments that the ability to use a language
should be described as communicative competence. Since the goal of lan-
guage teaching is to enable learners to use language in ways that are com-
municatively effective and appropriate, the study of the communicative
functions of language has assumed an increasingly important role.

Traditionally the focus of attention has been on the linguistic skills,
based on the assumption that once these are acquired the communicative
capabilities that involve an understanding of the communicative value of
linguistic elements in context will follow as a more or less automatic con-
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sequence. But evidence suggests this is not the case: the acquisition of lin-
guistic skills does not seem to guarantee the acquisition of communicative
skills. There are many foreign language learners who have acquired sepa-
rate grammatical structures and lexical items, but very often they cannot
communicate appropriately. It is the problem of the learner who may be
structurally competent, but who cannot communicate appropriately. Many
of the difficulties that learners have had derive directly from the teaching
that has been imposed upon them. This has tended to represent language
as a set of formal elements without a real communicative context and with-
out a real communicative purpose.

The learners need to acquire different communicative capabilities that
involve an understanding of the communicative value of linguistic elements
in context. It cannot exclusively be achieved by a course that provides
practice in the composition of sentences, but only by one that develops
knowledge of how sentences are used in the performance of different com-
municative acts. The ability to compose correct sentences is not the only
ability we need to communicate. We do not communicate by composing
sentences, but by using sentences to make statements of different kinds, to
give a presentation, to introduce arguments and opinions, to explain causes
and results, to exchange information, to ask for clarification, to make de-
ductions and assumptions, to record, to classify and so on, or to define and
describe, to make hypothesis, to contradict, to speculate. Knowing what is
involved in putting sentences together correctly is only a part of what we
mean by knowing a language, and it has only a limited value on its own: it
has to be supplemented by some knowledge of what these sentences mean
as a tool for communication. It might ask to reorient language teaching
towards a major focus on communicative capabilities. It would, of course,
be a mistake to devote attention exclusively to communicative acts in the
preparation and presentation of language-teaching materials. In language
teaching, one has to make compromises and adjust oneís approach to the
requirements of learners.

Jacobs and Farrell (2003) suggest there are eight interconnected as-
pects of communicative language teaching which need to be taken into
account: learner autonomy, the social nature of learning, curricular inte-
gration, focus on meaning, diversity, thinking skills, alternative assessment,
and teachers as co-learners. They conclude by arguing that teachers need
to implement change holistically, so that all aspects of communicative lan-
guage teaching are taken into account. The concept of communicative lan-
guage teaching is no longer understood as studying functions, notions and
being an antipode to teaching structures of the language. Contemporary
communicative teaching or post-communicative trend is a balanced com-
prehensive view upon teaching and learning, employing a multi-syllabus
approach to materialsí design that builds on ìa range of communicative
criteria at the same time acknowledging the need to provide systematic
practice in the formal properties of languageî (McDonough & Shaw, 1993:
50).

Many articles and books have already been written on the subject of
communicative language teaching. Many have been of a very theoretical
kind and may leave practising language teachers wondering how the new
ideas can actually be applied to the classroom. The present article explores
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the benefits of meaning-based activities, which engage the learners in genu-
ine and meaningful performance.

Interpretations of communicative competence

Since the introduction of the term ëcommunicative competenceí into the
language teaching literature, there have been numerous interpretations of
its meaning. The term ëcommunicative competenceí does not seem to be
used in the same sense by different writers. According to Chomsky (1965),
competence is defined as the speaker-hearerís knowledge of the language.
Competence is an idealization: it is the knowledge of an ìideal speaker-
listener who knows his/her language perfectly and is unaffected by such
grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, distractions,
shifts of attention and interest, and errors in applying the knowledge of
language in actual performanceî (1965: 3). Competence means knowl-
edge of the language system, grammatical knowledge in other words.

Contemporary views are more likely to incorporate Hymesí (1972)
discussion of communicative competence, which considers whether some-
thing is formally possible, whether it is appropriate, whether it is feasible
psychologically, and whether it is done. Hymes argues that communica-
tive competence must include not only the linguistic forms of a language
but also knowledge of when, how and to whom it is appropriate to use
these forms. Hymesí view is a definite challenge to Chomskyís linguistic
competence with its exclusive attention to formal linguistic elements.

Canale (1983) proposes a model of communicative competence which
distinguishes four component competences: grammatical or linguistic, so-
ciolinguistic, discourse, and strategic. According to Canale, these
competences are the basic elements constituting a userís overall compe-
tence in any language. The mastery of the forms of a language constitutes
the aspect of a foreign language that can be referred to as linguistic com-
petence, i.e., competence with reference to formal and semantic features
of the language. The mastery of the forms of a language which is intuitive
and yet can be made conscious under certain circumstances, for example,
in case of the breakdown of communication, in misunderstandings, also in
communicative pathologies, or in the search for an expression, ëtip-of-the-
tongueí phenomenon is a characteristic of foreign language proficiency,
which foreign language learners in the early stages of mastering a foreign
language lack entirely and acquire only gradually as they progress. This is
a capacity to use the language with maximum attention to communication
and minimum attention to form. In such a case the student can express the
self successfully.

The dimension of sociolinguistic competence entails the communica-
tive ability to use and interpret language forms appropriately. The context ñ
who is communicating with whom, about what, where, for what purpose ñ
determines the choice of language forms. The act of talking involves not
only production of sounds but also the use of gesture, tone of voice, the
movements of the muscles of the face, and indeed the whole body. So the
dimension of strategic competence entails the ability to effectively trans-
mit and receive information to particular addresses.

Discourse competence, that is, the communicative ability to perceive
and achieve coherence of separate utterances in meaningful communica-

A. Skrinda



64

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

tion patterns is another aspect of communicative competence. Conversa-
tion is seen as an activity that is directed to social goals as well as linguistic
goals. The introduction of topics, openings and closings, the pairing of ut-
terances and turn-taking conventions are in focus.

However, there is much criticism about the model. Language use can-
not be analysed and described as a set of components of various kinds.
Competence is a monolithic concept. Widdowson (1979: 248) argues that
communicative competence is not a list of learnt items, but a set of strate-
gies or procedures ìfor realizing the value of linguistic elements in con-
texts of useî. Furthermore, the model focuses exclusively on standardized
native speaker norms. Many scientists, such as Alptekin (2002) and Hyde
(1998), argue that it is absolutely necessary to take account of affective
and cognitive effects of engaging with diversity, of encountering people of
different cultural identities and social values and behaviours. Communica-
tive competence, with its standardised native speaker norms, fails to re-
flect the lingua franca status of English.

Alptekin (2002: 57) states: ìA new notion of communicative compe-
tence is needed, one which recognizes English as a world language. This
would encompass local and interactional contexts as settings of language
use, involve native ñ non-native and non-native ñ non-native discourse
participants, and take as pedagogic models successful bilinguals with
intercultural insights and knowledge. As such, it would aim at the realiza-
tion of intercultural communicative competence.î

The phrase expands the concept of communicative competence in sig-
nificant ways. Communicative competence is now seen as inadequate with-
out an awareness of the cultural dimension of interacting in a foreign lan-
guage.

While all the components of communicative competence are related,
they can develop rather independently as the learners acquire a foreign
language. For example, the learners can know a great deal about the gram-
matical structure of a foreign language, yet be unable to apologize in a
manner which native speakers would find acceptable and polite. A learner
may be quite effective at transmitting information in the foreign language,
but always with many grammatical errors. In this case, strategic compe-
tence is better developed than grammatical competence in the language.

Communicative competence and communicative performance

Chomsky first drew the distinction between performance and competence
in 1965, in ìAspects of the Theory of Syntaxî. According to Chomsky
(1965), competence consists of the mental representation of linguistic rules
that constitute the speaker-hearerís internal grammar. Performance con-
sists of the use of this grammar in the comprehension and production of
language.

The distinction between competence and performance had been ex-
tended to cover communicative aspects of language (Hymes, 1972; Canale,
1983). Communicative competence includes knowledge the speaker-listener
has of what constitutes appropriate as well as correct language behaviour
and also of what constitutes effective language behaviour in relation to
particular communicative goals. Communicative performance consists of
the actual use of these two types of knowledge in understanding and pro-
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ducing discourse. Though the capacity for using the types of knowledge in
understanding and producing discourse is sometimes limited as language
acquisition always involves different forms of alienation; alienation be-
tween the critical me and the performing me. Even at a more advanced
level of foreign language studies, language and psychological barriers may
inhibit the development of communicative capabilities. The learners must
not reduce or abandon learning effort and should be equipped with com-
municative strategies that enable them to overcome gaps in understand-
ing, achieve communication, and help compensate for imperfect knowl-
edge of rules, or for factors such as inattention, distraction, which limit the
application of such rules.

The quality of communication will depend heavily on the quality of
both communicative competence and communicative performance. Follow-
ing Canale (1983: 3), communication is understood to have the following
characteristics: it
a) is a form of social interaction;
b) involves a high degree of unpredictability and creativity in form and

message;
c) takes place in discourse and sociocultural contexts;
d) is carried under limiting psychological and other conditions such as

memory constraints, fatigue, distractions;
e) always has a purpose;
f) involves authentic language;
g) is judged as successful or not on the basis of actual outcomes.

It is only through performance that competence can be developed,
maintained, and evaluated and formal debate, which engages the learners
in genuine and meaningful performance, is an effective way to make it
happen. Firstly, formal debate is a form of social interaction. It has specific
structures, rules, and limits. The debaters deliver speeches in a format that
is unique to debate. The constructive speeches are used to build the argu-
ments that the affirmative and negative teams hope to win. The rebuttals
are used to solidify the position taken by each team to convey to the judges
why they should vote for one team over the other. So the affirmative speakers
argue in favour of the resolution and seek to convince the judge that the
resolution is true, but the negative speakers argue against the resolution
and want most to prove to the judge that the resolution is false. The learn-
ers give the judge strong arguments to believe that their position is correct.
The judges will want to see that speakers have thought the arguments on
both sides of a particular resolution and that these arguments can with-
stand attacks from the opponents. Along with the arguments debaters need
to supply the judge with the evidence to support their reasoning. In debate,
evidence is acquired through research and is primarily the opinions of ex-
perts within the field of argument. Most, but not all, educational debate
provides each debater with the opportunity to answer questions from the
opposing speaker. The questions can be used for clarification of a position
or they can suggest potential flaws in the opponentís case, and the infor-
mation can be used in the constructive speech. After following the flow of
the debate and listening to the arguments on both sides of the resolution,
the judge will indicate on a ballot which team holds the correct, true, or
preferable position on the resolution.

A. Skrinda
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Secondly, formal debate is not merely interactive and analytical. For-
mal debate involves a high degree of unpredictability and creativity in form
and message and is carried under limiting psychological and other condi-
tions such as memory constraints, fatigue, and distractions. In any given
debate tournament round, the learners may be called on to affirm or ne-
gate a particular issue. The learners will need to explore their repertoire in
order to express ideas for which they have not been specifically prepared
and this increases the unpredictability of the interaction. Because the de-
baters must alternately argue both sides of the argument in any given tour-
nament, it requires making decisions about what they will say and what
they will not say. So there is a good chance to become flexible arguers.

Thirdly, formal debate always has a purpose and, as an extended oral
activity, is judged as successful or not on the basis of actual outcomes. The
primary goal is to achieve a particular outcome or product: to negate or
approve a particular resolution, that is, the topic being discussed in a de-
bate tournament. The purpose of the resolution is to limit the debate. The
resolution determines the debate area, as well as allows for an even distri-
bution of ground for both the affirmative and the negative team.

However, there seems to be difficulty in implementing formal debate
in the classroom because there is no practice on debating in current foreign
language textbooks used in Latvia. The foreign language teachers will need
to design activities, which focus on presenting a balanced argument and
delivering a successful presentation. Some students may find it difficult to
argue a point of view they do not hold. Furthermore, for some students it is
challenging to be honest in the arguments. Sometimes this involves admit-
ting a lack of good support for the claims. Sometimes it means acknowl-
edging that there is a fault in the logic. These admissions are nevertheless
beneficial because, in the long run, the debaters will learn and improve
their skills more as a result of their honesty.

Research organization and methods

To explore the benefits of a communicatively oriented foreign language
learning process, a comparative investigation of three groups (respectively
A, B, C) of university students was carried out at Daugavpils University
during academic year 2003/2004. The sample comprised 70 pre-intermedi-
ate and intermediate level students, the learners of English as a foreign
language, who have had 9 or 10 years of language practice at school. Each
group was observed for two hours a day, twice a week, over one year
period. The investigation sought to determine whether different classroom
practices had any effect on the development of communicative capabili-
ties. Group A differed from the other two in a number of ways. This group
spent more time on form-based activities with an explicit focus on gram-
mar, while groups B and C spent more time on meaning-based activities
such as discussion, argumentation, and debate. Groups B and C had much
more authentic activity types than group A. The groups differed in the
way in which certain activities were carried out, particularly listening ac-
tivities. On the whole, group A spent twice as much time on form-based
work as group B and triple the time spent by group C considering the number
of hours.
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The theoretical construct for the study was provided by Canaleís (1983)
model of communicative competence consisting of four components: gram-
matical or linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic.

Grammatical competence, that is, the ability to produce and under-
stand correct syntactic and phonological forms in a language, was investi-
gated by studying the development of pronunciation and the mastery of
grammar. Speaking, reading, listening, and writing were also assessed by
various tests.

Sociolinguistic competence ñ the learnersí ability to use and interpret
language forms with situational appropriateness (van Ek, 1986) was evalu-
ated through a discursive analysis of the learnersí utterances.

Discourse competence, that is, the ability to perceive and to achieve
coherence of separate utterances in meaningful patterns (van Ek, 1986)
was evaluated through a series of taped debate classes and argumentation
classes.

Strategic competence is the ability to use verbal and non-verbal strat-
egies to compensate for gaps in the userís knowledge of the code (van Ek,
1986). This is the ability to effectively transmit and receive information to
a listener. In examining this aspect of the learnersí competence, the author
tried to draw on a video record.

The author drew on several data sources, including taped public speak-
ing classes, argumentation classes, and debate.

At the beginning and at the end of the academic year, the learners
were given various tests including the Comprehensive English Language
Test, teacher-designed tests of reading, writing, and a multiple choice so-
ciolinguistic and discourse test. The Speaking Test produced by the Uni-
versity of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) was used to
evaluate spoken language ability. The speaking test consisted of four parts,
each of which focused on a different type of interaction, different discourse
types (short turn, long turn, etc.) and had features such as turn-taking,
initiating and responding, exchanging information, describing and com-
paring, stating and supporting an opinion, agreeing and disagreeing, ex-
pressing certainty and uncertainty.

Results of research

The students from groups B and C who participated in a competitive de-
bate enjoyed a number of positive benefits. Improved communicative ca-
pabilities was the first and the most obvious of these. The debaters were
significantly better at employing different communicative capabilities (analy-
sis, delivery, and organization) than the learners from group A, who had
not had any debate experience. Debate training improved interpersonal
communication skills as well as public speaking competence. The ques-
tioning skills were developed in cross-examination.

On the whole, grammatical competence was the learnersí (group A)
greatest strength over the duration of the study. Both grammatical and
discourse competence was the learnersí (groups B and C) greatest strengths
and the areas where the greatest improvement was evidenced during the
academic year. The learners from groups B and C were especially good at
listening to what people said and picking up topics for further develop-
ment. The ability to listen, organize, and take notes provided the basis for

A. Skrinda



68

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

success. Groups B and C improved their listening significantly more than
group A, despite the fact that group A spent more time on listening prac-
tice than the other groups. The learnersí improvement in the area of socio-
linguistic competence reflected their high motivation to engage in interac-
tion. In the early stages, the learners used a limited number of formulaic
utterances, but there was evidence of development over time. Consider-
able improvement was evidenced in the area of strategic competence. In
groups B and C communication breakdowns were not uncommon, how-
ever the learners were able to repair these breakdowns. Personality vari-
ables such as persistence, confidence, and willingness to communicate
seemed to the learners to go a long way towards compensating for gram-
matical shortcomings. Both the nature of themes, topics explored and the
actual strategies employed, i.e. debate and argumentation generated
greater motivation in the use of the foreign language.

Overall, the results provide evidence to support the maintenance of
debate programmes. The challenge is to integrate these experiences as a
part of our curriculum.

Conclusion

Contemporary theories of communicative competence provide language
teachers with knowledge and guidelines that empower them to make in-
formed decisions about classroom practice. The necessity to develop a peda-
gogy that enables effective communicative competence in all its dimen-
sions is to be accentuated. Traditional language teaching methods and
materials are characterized as concentrating on the development of lin-
guistic competence, almost to the exclusion of the other elements.

Communicative competence includes knowledge the speaker-listener
has of what constitutes appropriate, as well as correct language behaviour
and also of what constitutes effective language behaviour in relation to
particular communicative goals. Performance consists of the actual use of
these two types of knowledge in understanding and producing discourse.
As communicative competence can be developed, maintained, and evalu-
ated only through performance in meaning-based classroom practices that
engage the learners in genuine and meaningful communicative acts, this
practice could have a profound and significant effect on the development
of higher-level skills in using the target language.
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Journal of Teacher Education and Training, Vol. 5, 2005

Assessment of Pre-school Children
Entering School: Perspectives of

Interaction and Integration

Helle Sikka and Maie Vikat
Tallinn University, Estonia

Abstract
The assessment of learning skills and development of children entering
school is based on the questionnaire Assessing Childës Learning and De-
velopment compiled by researchers of Helsinki University (Hytˆnen &
Krokfors, 2002). The questionnaire was carried out in kindergarten groups
preparing children for school in Tallinn in May 2003. The present article
relies only on the results collected by researchers of Tallinn Pedagogical
University (L.Talts, M.Vikat, H.Sikka, E.M‰gi) about 198 children living
in different districts of Tallinn. The article mainly focuses on the constitu-
ent skills of three target areas ñ language and communication, mathemat-
ics, art and culture ñ out of the nine assessed by teachers.

Key words: preschool education; child-centred approach; learning envi-
ronment; school readiness; integration.

Pre-school education is an activity that relies on interaction of people, the
aim of which is to ensure childís learning ability and guarantee continuity
in the transition from kindergarten to school. Estonian Core Curriculum of
Pre-school Education (1999) determines the required results of the devel-
opment of a child entering school, whose achievement largely depends on
the teacherís ability to identify childís objects of interest and needs while
creating a stimulating environment for him or her.

According to the theory of Jean Piaget (1963), a child who goes to
school is in the borderland of preoperational and concrete operational
stages. It means that 6ñ7 years old children are about to overcome their
egocentrism and see the causes of events outside themselves. At that pe-
riod the child-centred approach to learning, which proceeds from a child
as an individual and also as a member of a collective body, while planning
childrenís activities, is especially favourable to the developmental needs of
children. Learning is considered an active process, which takes place in
interaction with the environment and the main method of which is peda-
gogical supervision of play. The teacher is expected to have sensitivity and
responsiveness, as well as pedagogical and psychological knowledge. Here
learning experience, versatile development of cognitive abilities, not con-
crete knowledge, and acquisition of education are of primary importance
for the child. Child-centred education outlines teacherís active participa-
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tion in the learning process (Hytˆnen & Krokfors, 2002; Wood & Bennett,
2001), which allows prior planning of activities and defining the priorities.

In the pre-school period and during the transition to school, consider-
ing L. Vygotskyís model of The Zone of Proximal Development helps to
support childís learning. The model observes two aspects that can be de-
fined by teachers: first, the things child is able to do without assistance
from others (the actual level of development) and second, what a child is
able to do under the supervision of an adult (the potential level of develop-
ment) (Vygotsky, 1981). The teacher has a great responsibility to the par-
ents but also to the childís future school, as both of them hope that kinder-
garten is able to provide the child with a sufficiently good preparation for
his or her studies at school.

The aims of the article are as follows:
1) to deal with teachersí assessment of the development of children en-

tering school in three target areas (altogether nine areas were assessed):
language and communication, mathematics and art, and culture;

2) to explore the age variations of children assessment.

The authors of this article have proceeded from the point of view that
childís development is not connected with learning one specific subject.
Preparation for school is a process where different fields of activity sup-
port each other. Thus, music and art may perfectly support the learning of
mother tongue and mathematics, and vice versa.

Teacher-child interaction in the learning process

The Vygotski-type approach to learning emphasises the essential role of
the teacher as a supporter of childís learning. It is important for the teacher
to observe childís activity and formation of interest in the things learned
and thus map the zone of immediate development of the child (H‰nnik‰inen,
1995). Teacherís activity is focused on arousing childís learning ability
and setting it into action. When a child is motivated and inspired by the
activity, he or she needs teacherís guidance and support. According to
Webster-Stratton, teacherís attention is the best motivator for a child as a
successful learner. Teacherís encouragement and acknowledgement pro-
mote childís self-esteem, a trusting relationship, academic and social com-
petence (Webster-Stratton, 1999). The teacher-child interaction is one of
the major fields of study in the context of the current research. Music and
art are the means that help teacher and child to emotionally enrich the
learning process.

A child is a developing individual, for whom the teacher creates a
stimulating learning environment, in which the child acts. According to
several researchers (Hobson, 2002; Ford & Lerner, 1992; Pianta, 1999;
Howes, 2000; Hanko, 2002), the teacher-child interaction is the major driv-
ing force of the development of learning environment. The authors empha-
sise that observation of childrenís development has a considerable impact
on teacherís understanding of how child learns at preschool age. In the
common learning process, teachers can pursue two basic goals: first, to
view themselves and child as independent individuals, both involved in their
own process of development, and second, treat the teacher-child relation-
ship as integration between independent individuals, where the develop-
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ment is mutually influenced. The mutual influence on learning depends on
the ways teachers perceive their past experience in the present day context
and how they apprehend events in the relation to the future ñ what they
value, plan, etc.

In the process of interaction, the teacher and child may considerably
influence the quality of emotional relationships and the teacherís emotional
responses to childrenís individual ways of communication reflect childrenís
earlier experience of communication. Children who have experienced firm
affection with their close ones are more often in a harmonious interaction
with their teacher. Childís readiness to communicate increases the teach-
erís sensitivity to him or her (Howes, Galinski & Kontos, 1998). The same
researchers stress that there exists a certain group of children whom teachers
prefer to others to work with and thus teachersí assessment of child as a
learner may be influenced by the quality of their mutual relationship. It has
been found that for teachers it is important to recognise how their own life
experience may support childís social and emotional development (Solity,
1995). For teachers the problem lies in working out ways how to simulta-
neously notice and understand the responses of the whole group of chil-
dren.

We can conclude that efficient learning takes place in the situation
where the teacher tries to offer children positive learning experience through
emotionally enriching interaction. Thus emotions are strongly related to
the ways of interpreting the learning environment and constructing activi-
ties. The emotional bond between teachers and children eventually creates
a learning environment where childrenís individual learning styles may
also influence teachersí emotional responses in their mutual relations. As
Hanko has noted, it is increasingly difficult for teachers to ìthink profes-
sionallyî when they are negotiating their negative feelings (Hanko, 2002).

The expansion of teacherís field of sight in relation to childís learning
is always connected to the learning environment supporting both the child
and the teacher, where mutual positive relations can develop. The forma-
tion and development of the relations require time spent together, so that a
chance could arise to share experience. Many teachers-practitioners have
observed a gradual decrease of such humane aspects in the learning proc-
ess. Thus, according to Hanko, tension has developed between the things
teachers consider important in the learning process and official regula-
tions, which stress the importance of measuring everything (Hanko, 1999).
The opportunities for teachers to pay more attention in the learning proc-
ess to emotional and social factors have diminished in recent decades, while
the exaggerated focus on contest and competition brings about academic
failure of many children in their future path of education. It is teachersí
understanding and knowledge about the way childís development and learn-
ing happen that essentially influence the objectives, ways and methods of
work.

The central structuring method of pre-school education is integration
that allows organising education in integrated entities around such topics
that are in touch with childrenís everyday life. This enables to combine the
components of different subject areas with childís own experience. Thus,
through defining the content and objectives of a subject, a synthesis, an
integrated educational unit is formed, the achievement of which is not easy

H. Sikka,
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for the teacher but is definitely thankworthy. The absence of clear-cut bor-
ders between different subject areas creates favourable conditions for guid-
ing childrenís development, especially for individual and integrated group
work. It also creates preconditions for teaching the activities specific of
language, mathematics and art by means of learning activities opening up
a favourable background, such as listening-speaking, movement, artistic,
music and play activities.

The observations of researchers affirm that the most valuable com-
panion of education is positive emotionality, which is most attainable in
artistic activities, while creating or perceiving what has been created.

From the point of view of childís universal development also all the
activities are valuable, where the aesthetic-emotional does not dominate
but has an effect in combination with other activity types. Thus, according
to Gardner, there is a connection between mathematical and musical tal-
ent and activity. This was actually pointed out already by the discoveries
of Pythagoras. In the Middle Ages, the sense of proportion, periodicity,
certain special relations, etc. were emphasised as similar features of music
and mathematics. Gardner adds that, in order to understand the impor-
tance of different rhythm elements in music, one must have elementary
knowledge of numeric combinations in mathematics. Inclination to math-
ematical models and regularity has been characteristic of many compos-
ers, from Bach to Schumann, throughout the history (Gardner, 1983: 1259).

An expanded approach to musical activity allows us to give the sense
of sound and rhythm a much wider range ñ from various sound effects to
the sounds of nature. This in turn supports childís linguistic development.
In linguistic activities such qualities of voice as pitch, volume and length
are operated, creating a connection with mathematics. Thus artistic ac-
tivities are characterised by the versatility of perception that probably ex-
plains the wide-ranging developmental value of arts. Sometimes visual,
sometimes audio perception prevails; sometimes they combine, like in drama,
movement, play, etc. Every artistic activity is simultaneously an intensive
form of communication directing childís development.

E.-M. Tiit notes that art and science, more specifically mathematics,
are united by their similar position in the sphere of human mental activity.
Both are elite activities, which in addition to the thorough knowledge of
special language also require exclusive creative talent. When dealing with
scientific creation, like in the case of artistic creation, one may speak about
the beauty of the results, which often lies in a certain system, regularity,
simplicity. Reaching the expected results is a source of positive emotions
(Tiit, 1999: 2132).

Teacherís task is to create an environment that supports learning and
functions from the learning point of view that gives rise to problems on the
one hand, and means for solving them on the other. This presupposes teacher-
child interaction, communication and guiding childís developmental po-
tential by the teacher.

Research methods

The assessment of learning skills and development of children who go to
school is based on the questionnaire Assessing Childís Learning and De-
velopment compiled by researchers of Helsinki University (Hytˆnen &

H. Sikka,
M. Vikat



74

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Krokfors, 2002). Questionnaire was carried out in kindergarten groups
preparing children for school in Tallinn in May 2003. Since a similar study
was also implemented in Helsinki, the questionnaire was based on the nine
target areas defined by Estonian and Finnish Core Curricula of Preschool
Education: 1) learning skills; 2) social skills; 3) language and communica-
tion; 4) mathematics; 5) ethics; 6) environment and natural science; 7) health;
8) physical and motor development; 9) art and culture. Each area was
subdivided into several constituent skills, which teachers rated on a scale
from one to five: 1, 2 ñ weak; 3, 4 ñ medium; 5 ñ excellent. The children
under study were divided into four groups according to their age, an inter-
val within the groups being two months. Thus, the following age groups of
preschool children were formed: 6 years and 4 months ñ 6 years and 6
months; 6 years and 7 months ñ 6 years and 9 months; 6 years and 10
months ñ 7 years and 0 months; more than 7 years.

The present article relies only on the results of the questionnaire car-
ried out by researchers of Tallinn Pedagogical University (L.Talts, M.Vikat,
H.Sikka, E. M‰gi) involving 198 children from different districts of Tallinn.

The following part of the article mainly focuses on the constituent
skills of three target areas ñ language and communication, mathematics,
art and culture ñ out of the nine studied, the achievement of which was
assessed by teachers.

Results

Assessments of different target areas
Relying on the teachersí assessment of nine target areas, the following
overview may be given (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Teachersí assessment of different target areas of childrenís development
(N=198)

Teachersí assessment of the preschool childrenís development in different
target areas is relatively high ñ there is no mean point below 3.80 in any of
the target areas. Out of the listed target areas, teachers have given the
lowest assessment to childrenís knowledge of ethics and world view
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3,0

3,2

3,4

3,6

3,8

4,0

4,2

4,4

Clear expression in speech

Vocabulary  
Using correct f orms in speech

Distinguishing own observ ations, telling about it

Listening to speech

Listening to stories and f airy  tales

Discussing the stories heard

The ability  to make conv ersation

The ability  to wait f or one’s turn in the

conv ersation

Telling stories

Understanding basic and subnotions

The skill of  rhy ming words
Distinguishing short and long wordsKnowing sounds

Identif y ing the initial sound of  a word

Identif y ing the f inal sound of  a word 

Knowing the letters of  the alphabet

Identif y ing words

Reading words

Identif y ing the number of  letters

Identif y ing the number of  words in short

sentences

Writing the letters of  the alphabet

Writing words

Filling in the missing words in a sentence
Perceiv ing the direction of  reading and writing 

6y.4m.- 6y.6m. 6y.7m.- 6y.9m. 6y.10m.- 7y.0m. 7y.1m. or older

(x=3.77), understanding of environment and nature (x=3.94) and social
skills (x=3.98).

Although teachersí assessment of childrenís learning skills is gener-
ally above the average, according to them, the majority of shortcomings in
this target area are related to childrenís trust in themselves as learners
(x=3.70). It is also more difficult for children to set aims for their activities
and pursue these aims. The ability of active learning is another learning
skill that is relatively weak.

Concerning social skills, childrenís abilities to consider the feelings of
others and to solve conflicts received lower assessment. At the same time,
teachers have given high assessment to childrenís readiness to communi-
cate with peers and adults.

Excellent assessment of childrenís awareness of health matters (x=4.54)
and physical and motor development (x=4.48) refers to efficient health-
related explanatory work and the popularity of physical education among
children.

Kindergarten teachers have paid much attention in their work to the
development of childrenís skills in mother tongue (x=4.16) and mathemat-
ics (x=4.29), the means of the assessment of which are high. Childrenís
development in the field of art and culture has also received high assess-
ment (x=4.07).

Assessment of childrenís constituent skills related to language,
mathematics, music and art
The majority of the constituent skills related to language and communica-
tion have been assessed highly by teachers.

Figure 2. Teachersí assessment of the area of language and communication

Figure 2 shows that children know well sounds (x=4.37) and letters of
the alphabet (x=4.51) and can write the letters (x=4.43). They are fond of
listening to stories and fairy tales and have no problems with discussing
what they have heard (the means respectively 4.4 and 4.08).
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3,0
3,2
3,4
3,6
3,8
4,0
4,2
4,4

Making observations about the
nearest environment

Discussing one’s
feelings/experience

Valuing one’s ow n w ork

Valuing the w ork of the others

Valuing manual activity

Using various materials in manual
activity

Using various tools in manual activity

Using safe methods of w ork in
manual activity

Getting into the spirit of music

Playing body instrument 

Playing rhythm instruments

Listening to dif ferent sounds

Listening to various music and
discussing it

Creating various rhythms

Clapping w ord rhythms

Moving to the rhythm of music

Identifying sounds of dif ferent
volume

Identifying short and long sounds

Listening to the silence

Self-expression using drama

6y.4m.- 6y.6m. 6y.7m.- 6y.9m. 6y.10m.- 7y.0m. 7y.1m. or older

ity

l

Of the constituent skills listed above, knowing the letters of the alpha-
bet occurs among the 15 strongest in the shortlist of the mean values of
childís learning and development.

As seen in the Figure 2, somewhat lower assessment (below 4 points)
was given to childrenís skills of rhyming words, finding the missing word
in a sentence and waiting for their turn in the conversation. The latter
confirms childrenís desire to communicate, talk, and express their thoughts.

The comparison of linguistic skills of the youngest and the oldest age
groups revealed that teachers assessed the vocabulary and listening skill
of the latter higher.

Teachers assessed childrenís mathematics-related skills even higher
than those related to language and communication. Among the 15 strong-
est in the shortlist of the mean values of childís learning and development,
the majority of constituent skills were related to mathematics. Children
can very well count from one to ten (x=4.69), compare amounts (x=4.53)
and learn figures (x=4.53). They understand the relation between num-
bers-numerals and figures. They are also well familiar with the concepts of
comparison of the largest ñ medium ñ the smallest (x=4.59). Teachers as-
sessed the majority of childrenís mathematics-related constituent skills in
the range between 4 ñ 5 points.

Lower assessment was given to childrenís measuring skills (x=3.79).
According to the teachers, older children (above 7 years of age) knew ba-
sic shapes and the cause-consequence relation better.

In conclusion, it may be stated that childrenís mathematics-related
knowledge is good. According to Piaget, the number, size and amount are
essential elements of cognition (Piaget & Szeminska, 2002: 380).

Teachers have assessed highly childrenís development related to art
and culture (see Figure 3). Only some constituent skills have received an
assessment somewhat lower than four points. This may be explained by
the circumstance that besides the group teacher each kindergarten also
has a music teacher who delivers music lessons to all age groups twice a
week.

Figure 3. Teachersí assessment of the area of art and culture

H. Sikka,
M. Vikat
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In the area of art and culture, constituent skills of music education
dominate, of which the skills of listening to various sounds (x=4.32) and
identifying short and long sounds (x=4.32) were assessed as the highest.
Both of these skills are fundamental from the point of view of childís musi-
cal development. The basic activity components of music education, such
as playing body and rhythm instruments (x=4.04; x=4.06), moving to the
rhythm of music (x=4.14) and the ability to get into the spirit of music
(x=4.1) have been assessed highly.

As compared to the above, childrenís constituent skills related to crea-
tivity have received somewhat lower assessment: creating various rhythms
(x=3.79), clapping word rhythms (x=3.98), listening to various music and
discussing it (x=3.87). Slightly higher assessment has been given to the
skills of discussing oneís feelings and experience (x=4.11) and making ob-
servations about the nearest environment (x=4.14).

Valuing oneís own work has received a very high assessment (x=4.28),
whereas valuing the work of the others has been assessed much lower
(x=3.90).

All the skills related to manual activity have received high assess-
ment. Thus, using various materials (x=4.30) and tools (x=4.26) and the
command of safe methods of work (x=4.21) have received almost the maxi-
mum points.

High assessment given to the skill of listening to the silence (x=4.15)
deserves to be pointed out, because in the noisy environment surrounding
contemporary children this is a very special manifestation.

Teachersí assessment of the area of art and culture did not reveal any
differences between age groups.

Discussion and conclusion

In Estonian educational system, the questions related to the content and
amount of teaching have become increasingly topical in pre-school educa-
tion ñ the basic skills needed at school are considered important by childcare
institutions in the transition to school. Parents, schools and kindergarten
teachers are not always sure whether the pre-school education provided
by kindergartens is at the required level and children are sufficiently com-
petitive as the result. The situation where competition to the so-called elite
schools has prompted parents to enrol their children also in pre-school train-
ing groups ran by schools has created a certain feeling of insecurity. This
results in children being pre-taught to the extent that the kindergarten cur-
riculum is not exciting to them any more. This is proved by high assess-
ments of childrenís school readiness given by teachers ñ the pre-school
curriculum is not difficult for children.

It appeared that teachersí assessment of childrenës preparation in
mathematics, mother tongue, music and art was high. The curriculum of
pre-school education allows shaping these skills in activities and lessons,
as well as in daily actions and play. Integration between subjects enables a
child-centred approach and good preparation for school.

In pre-school groups, childrenís age may vary by nine months and it
appeared that there were differences in teachersí assessment of the young-
est and the oldest age groups. The weaker assessment was given to younger
childrenís listening skills, following the agreed rules, the amount of vo-
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cabulary, recognising the connection between cause and consequence. At
the same time everything prescribed by the curriculum has been well ac-
quired by the younger children as well.

In conclusion it may be said that kindergarten teachers have a serious
attitude towards preparation of children for school. They try to fulfil the
expectations of parents, school and general public. Teachers have adopted
the principles of child-centred pedagogy, which is indicated by the good
results children have produced in various fields: mother tongue, mathemat-
ics, art and music.

References

Alushariduse raamıppekava [Core Curriculum of Pre-school Education]
(1999) Riigi Teataja I osa 80: 737.

Gardner, H. (1983) Frames of Mind. The Theory of Multiple Intelligences.
New York: Basic Books.

Ford, D. H. & Lerner, R. M. (1992) Developmental Systems Theory: An
Integrative Approach. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Hanko, G. (1999) Increasing Competence through Collaborative Problem
Solving: Using Insight into Social and Emotional Factors in Childrenís
Learning. London: David Fulton.

Hanko, G. (2002) The emotional experience of teaching: A priority for
professional development, in Gray. P., (ed.) Working with Emotions:
Responding to the Challenge of Difficult Pupil Behaviour in Schools.
London, New York: Routledge, 25ñ35.

H‰nnik‰inen, M. (1995) Roolileikkiin siirtyminen leikin kehitysvaiheena.
Kulttuurihistoriallisen toiminnan teorian n‰kˆkulma [Role of play in
the development of play skills in the context of cultural tradition views].
Jyv‰skyl‰n yliopiston kasvatustieteen laitoksen julkaisuja 4.

Hytˆnen, J. & Krokfors, L. (2002) Esiopetuksen toimintaymp‰ristˆ,
esiopetusta antava oppettaja ja esiopetuksen tavoitteiden painottu-
minen toimintakaudella [The environment of pre-school education, pre-
school teacher and objectives at the period of activities]. Helsingin
kaupungin sosaalivirasto ja opetusvirasto. Tutkimuksia 1.

Hobson, R.P (2002) The Cradle of Thought: Exploring the Origins of Think-
ing. London: Macmillan.

Howes, C., Galinsky, E. & Kontos, S. (1998) Child-care caregiver sensivity
and attachment. Social Development, 7 (1), 25ñ36.

Howes, C. (2000) Social-emotional classroom climate in child care, child-
teacher relationships and childrenís second grade peer relations. So-
cial Development, 9 (2), 191ñ204.

Piaget, J. (1963) The Psychology of Intelligence. Patterson, NJ: Littlefield,
Adams.

Piaget, J. & Szeminska, A. (2002) Arvumıiste kujunemine lapsel. Prantsuse
keelest tılkinud P.Kees. [The development of childrenís understand-
ing of numbers]. Tallinn: TP‹ Kirjastus.

Pianta, R.C. (1999) Enhancing Relationships between Children and Teach-
ers. Washington DC: American Psychological Association.

Solity, T. (1995) Psychology, teachers and early years. British Journal of
Educational Studies, 41 (4), 393ñ406.

H. Sikka,
M. Vikat



79

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Tiit, E-M. (1999) Matemaatika ja kunst [Mathematic and art]. Akadeemia,
10, 2122ñ2133.

Vygotsky, L. (1981) The genesis of higher mental functions, in Wertch,
J.V. (ed.) The Concept of Activity in Soviet Psychology. Armonk, NY:
Sharp.

Webster-Stratton, C. (1999) How to Promote Childrens Social and Emo-
tional Competence. London: Paul Chapman Publishing.

Wood, E. & Bennett, N. (2001) Early childhood teachersí theories of pro-
gression and continuity. International Journal of Early Years Educa-
tion 9, 229ñ245.

This article was supported by the Estonian Science Foundation, grant
No 6073.

Correspondence:

Dr Helle Sikka, Tallinn University, Viru v‰ljak 2,Tallinn 10111, Esto-
nia. Email: sikkah@tpu.ee

Received 1 February 2005; revised version received 13 April 2005

H. Sikka,
M. Vikat



80

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Journal of Teacher Education and Training, Vol. 5, 2005

School Readiness as a Continuing Process:
An Empirical Analysis

Leida Talts and Ene M‰gi
Tallinn University, Estonia

Abstract
The aim of the present article is to consider the learning skills of children
entering school and compare them to the achievements of the same chil-
dren at the end of the first school year. From kindergarten the child pro-
ceeds to school, but the integration between the two institutions is often
very weak. The popular epistemology at work here is an overview of knowl-
edge. The results of childrenís learning at the end of the pre-school year
were evaluated by their teachers in the spring of 2003 and then at the end
of the first school year in the spring of 2004. After entering school, much of
the previous experience often becomes useless. It is expedient to use the
school situation as a new experience in different activities, in order to give
learner a chance to learn about the application of new knowledge and to
observe how the new knowledge allows him or her to plan various activi-
ties.

Key words: learning skills; curriculum; child-centred approach; childrenís
achievements.

The development of a child takes place as the result of his or her inner
activity, which is either simulated or inhibited by the childís environment
of development (Ford & Lerner, 1992; Fumoto, 2003; Hanko, 2002; Solity,
1995).

Estonian Core Curriculum of Pre-school Education (1999) defines the
results of the childís development prerequisites for going to school, but the
ways of achieving these results and their conformity with the following
stage of the childís life are a different question. Decision about who is
ready for school and who is not may be quite complicated, because learn-
ing is an ongoing process continuing the development and improvement of
the abilities needed for learning when the child is at school. Until now the
content and structure of childís preparation for school, in order to cope
successfully at the next level of education, has not been unequivocally de-
fined in the Estonian education system.

The concept of school readiness and testing of it are far from unam-
biguous. For example, the studies of Shepard and Graue (1993) on chil-
drenís school readiness have demonstrated that there exists conceptual
confusion between children with special needs and children at risk because
of their living conditions, that various tests fail to describe due to their
unclear objectives. Parents, teachers, and administrators of education may
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understand the concept of ëreadinessí differently and view it from various
perspectives. In larger towns of Estonia there is a practice of organising
primary school entrance tests for children and dividing them between classes
according to the test results. Usually the level of difficulty of school en-
trance tests is far beyond the requirements of the curriculum of the senior
groups of kindergarten, which makes it very hard to bridge the gap be-
tween pre-school education and primary education. In spite of the high
assessment given by kindergarten teachers to childrenís achievements be-
fore they begin school (Talts, 2003), primary school teachers are not satis-
fied with the general learning skills of children (Niinem‰e, 2004). The ex-
pectations of parents and school often compel kindergarten teachers to
drill childrenís reading and arithmetic skills instead of providing them with
a positive learning experience and shaping learning skills of a more gen-
eral nature, which would help children to successfully cope at the follow-
ing stage of education.

Theoretical background

A childís perspective always carries the interpretations of adults, or in other
words, depends on how an adult interprets things conveyed by a child. A
focal question for researchers and teachers is: how do we interpret a child,
his or her learning and our participation in that process?

The core curriculum points out that knowledge cannot be directly trans-
ferred to children through teaching. Instead, children should themselves
generate new ideas on the basis of their own previous knowledge and ex-
perience. The central concept in pedagogical theory stresses the impor-
tance of a child-centred approach in which children should be active learn-
ers and adults are simply guides. To support childrenís learning and to
guide them toward becoming conscious about their own learning process
is important in everyday practice. Learning should also be based on play-
ful and imaginative activities including drama, fairy tales, stories, etc. By
using these types of activities, the pre-school experience should also pro-
mote childrenís linguistic development (Ojala, 2004).

From kindergarten the child proceeds to school, but the bridge be-
tween the two institutions is often very narrow. In spite of having mas-
tered the kindergartenís educational programme, some children still dis-
play discrepancies in learning skills and communication with other chil-
dren. There are still too few points of interface between the activities of
kindergarten and primary school teachers. The improvement of this situa-
tion requires a well-planned cooperation between kindergarten and pri-
mary school teachers. At the beginning of school, the childís hunger for
learning should be fed by new stimuli, taking into account his or her earlier
experiences and the level of development. Teacher is fundamentally not
able to ìtransferî knowledge. Knowledge is individually coded in the nerv-
ous system, the network of neurons. Teacher is not able or even should not
directly interfere with the interconnections of the nervous system. His or
her task is to organise a childís environment to make it easier to under-
stand regularities, the orderly nature of phenomena. In the process of teach-
ing, new knowledge of a new field is presented, and the existing knowl-
edge is analysed in the context of the new one more clearly and simply.

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi
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Educational objectives of pre-school training include teachersí under-
standing of childís learning as well as educational theories. The theoretical
basis of the present article relies on the principles, where child and his or
her characteristic features serve as the grounds for compiling the curricu-
lum and planning activities (Hytˆnen, 2002). According to this approach,
child as an individual and a member of collective body is the starting point
for planning childrenís activities. Learning is viewed as an active process,
which takes place in the process of interaction with the environment. For a
small child, learning experience is of a primary importance. Pedagogical
supervision of childrenís play is considered the basic method of teaching
(Hytˆnen, 2002).

Learning is treated as an active process, where cooperation and learn-
ing from each other play an important role. Learning should be organised
so that children can learn in everyday situations and teaching should take
place along with play, because ñ while playing ñ children use their experi-
ence. John Dewey convincingly described this kind of child-centred educa-
tion and learning in 1963. Despite Deweyís unification efforts (Katz, 2002),
much of the twentieth century saw an increasingly polarised educational
community that maintained the dualism between child and curriculum or
what we may call the knower and the known. Classical education theory
accepted the contents of the formal curriculum as knowledge and attempted
to teach subjects to children. The formal curriculum, whether couched in a
language of outcomes, expectations, or objectives, typically delineates the
contents of our cultural store. And when this is our concern, competence is
generally defined in terms of the possession of knowledge, be it declarative
or procedural. Knowledge is considered to be certain and permanent and
capable of being judged as right or wrong (Kuhn, 1999).

Teaching in a known-centred competence model appears as telling or
showing. Learning becomes concerned with remembering (Katz, 2000).
The fit between what is told (or shown) and what is remembered is gauged
via the mechanism of assessment. This can be in the context of formal
testing or through a more indirect avenue of classroom discourse. There is
undoubtedly an anachronistic quality found in the epistemological segre-
gation between subject and object or the knower and the known. Choosing
between the child and the curriculum, as much of educational theory seems
to have done, is not a viable solution to the paradox (Katz, 2002). The
curriculum spells out a set of standards to which students and their teach-
ers must be accountable. Pedagogical practices of all varieties tell some-
thing about the learner to the teacher.

Child-centred education approves of the educatorís active participa-
tion in the learning process (Hytˆnen & Krokfors, 2002; Talts, 2003; Wood
& Bennett, 2001), where it is possible to plan the activities and define the
priorities in advance. In this process, teacher is not just a guide to the child.
Researchers (Hobson, 2002; Howers, 2000; Hanko, 2002) have found that
the driving force behind a developing learning environment is the teacher-
child interaction. They emphasise that observation of childrenís develop-
ment considerably influences the understanding of teachers of how chil-
dren learn at pre-school age. Many problems are caused by the fact that
after starting school much of the previous learning and experience get little

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi
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attention. For example, a child who is skilled in reading has to sit and feel
bored by familiar learning material, being unable to use his or her earlier
knowledge and experience in this new situation.

Method

The childrenís learning achievements at the end of the pre-school year were
evaluated by their teachers in the spring of 2003 and at the end of first
school year in the spring of 2004. The rating was carried out applying a
questionnaire based on curriculum objectives. The data about 198 chil-
dren, 92 of whom were girls and 106 boys, were collected in different dis-
tricts of Tallinn. Teachers were asked to evaluate childrenís individual
achievements in nine target areas: learning skills (15 items); social skills
(12 items); language and interaction (25 items); mathematics (27 items);
ethics (8 items); science and the environment (8 items); health (8 items);
physical and motor development (8 items); art and culture (20 items).

The nine areas were rated on a scale from one to five (1ñ2 = very low
level; 3ñ4 = medium level; 5 = excellent level) for each item. The reliability
for rating the childrení�s learning was calculated by Alpha-coefficient. The
results showed a very high reliability for the teachersí rating (a = .99).

The present article deals more thoroughly with the first target area ñ
learning skills, which fall into 15 constituent skills. These are the follow-
ing: focusing on oneís activity, focusing on the task, focusing on the new
situation, following the instructions, trust in oneself as a learner, acting on
oneís own initiative, the activity of learning, using the information alone,
using the information together with other children, interest in learning new
things, setting new aims to oneís activity, pursuing oneís aims, satisfaction
gained from completing activities, taking care of oneís own things, taking
care of common things. In addition, the best and worst acquired skills are
viewed through nine objectives defined by the curriculum. Finally, the
achievements of the children who received higher and lower assessments
in the senior group of kindergarten were compared to their achievements
at the end of the first school year.

Results

Learning skills in relation to the gender of children
According to developmental psychology, girlsí mental and physical devel-
opment at pre-school age and during the first years of school is faster than
that of boysí. Teachersí assessment of childrenís achievements in various
areas of the curriculum (Talts & Mustimets, 2004) demonstrated statisti-
cally significant differences in favour of girls in all spheres, with the excep-
tion of mathematics, where there were no significant differences. There
were also significant differences in the indicators of school readiness of the
younger and older age groups of children (ibid.). The table below gives an
overview of gender differences in relation to learning skills (see Table 1).

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi
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Table 1. Learning skills in relation to the gender of children

Learning skills
  Boys Girls p
N=106 N=91

Focusing on oneís activity 3.81 4.25 .003**

Focusing on the task 3.77 4.22 .003**

Focusing on the new situation 3.79 4.18 .006**

Following the instructions 3.95 4.29 .012*

Trust in oneself as a learner 3.58 3.85 .095

Acting on oneís own initiative 3.85 4.13 .064

The activity of learning 3.66 4.05 .022*

Using the information alone 3.78 4.09 .041*

Using the information together 3.90 4.12 .097
with other children

Interest in learning new things 3.89 4.23 .028*

Setting new aims to oneís activity 3.66 3.91 .095

Pursuing oneís aims 3.75 4.08 .019*

Satisfaction gained from 4.03 4.35 .017*
completing activities

Taking care of oneís own things 3.75 4.37 .000**

Taking care of common things 3.44 4.08 .000**

Note: Mean assessment indicates the sequence of the specific learning skill among
the 15 skills assessed. All differences between groups are significant p<0.05.
(*differences are strong: <0.05 and ** differences are very strong: <0.001)

Girls rated higher in focusing on their activity and also in focusing on the
task. Taking care of oneís own things and taking care of common things
can be considered as essential learning skills, too. In this respect girls no-
ticeably surpass boys. Girls pay much more attention to taking care of
their own things, whereas common things matter considerably less to them.

Ranking the 15 learning skills listed, we can see that trust in oneself as
a learner and setting aims to oneís activity is problematic for both boys
and girls.

Learning skills of children with special needs
According to the teachersí assessment, 34 children (17%) out of the sam-
ple studied were with special needs. The current study does not deal with
defining special needs but relies on the assessment of the teachers of pre-
paratory groups. The figure below gives a comparative overview of the
childrenís learning skills.

In Figure 1 we can see that children with special needs rate lower in
all learning skills than the rest of the sample. The differences in the skills of
acting according to oneís aims, acting on oneís own initiative and being
active are the most essential.

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi
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3.0 
3.2 
3.4 
3.6 
3.8 
4.0 
4.2 
4.4 

Focusing on one’s activity 

Focusing on the task 

Focusing on the new situation 

Following the instructions  

Trust in oneself as a learner 

Acting on one’s own initiative 

The activity of learning 

Using the information alone Using the information together with other 
children 

Interest in learning new things 

Setting new aims to one’s activity 

Pursuing one’s aims 

Satisfaction gained from completing 
activities 

Taking care of one’s own things 

Taking care of common things 

with special needs without special needs 

Figure 1. Learning skills of children with special needs and children without
special needs

The best and worst skills acquired
Relying on nine target areas of the curriculum, which include 131 constitu-
ent skills, and ranking the 15 best acquired and 15 worst acquired skills,
we obtained the results shown in the table below.

Table 2. The best and worst skills acquired

Rank Best Mean Worst Mean

1 2 3 4 5

1. Dressing and undressing 4.73 The ability to wait for 3.80
independently oneís turn in the

conversation

2. Counting numbers from 4.69 Comparing a range of 3.79
1 to 10 lengths and weights

3. Coping with the basic 4.66 Taking responsibility for 3.77
hygienic procedures oneís activity

4. Knowing numbers from 4.65 Understanding the 3.77
1 to 10 meaning of oneís activity

in relation with others

5. Knowing the concepts 4.59 Setting aims to oneís 3.76
ëthe largest, medium and activity
the smallestí

6. Using scissors 4.59 Understanding the 3.74
principles of sustainable
development

7. Holding a pencil in the 4.55 Creating different 3.73
right position rhythms

8. Knowing the concepts 4.53 Taking care of common 3.72
ëless, more and as much así things

Sequel to Table 2 see on p. 86.

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi
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Sequel to Table 2.

1 2 3 4 5

9. Doing physical exercises 4.53 Accepting cultural 3.69
in a room variations

10. Doing physical exercises 4.51 Trust in oneself as 3.69
outdoors a learner

11. Knowing the letters of 4.50 Participating in solving 3.66
the alphabet conflicts

12. Knowing the concepts 4.50 Considering the feelings 3.61
ësimilar and differentí of other people

13. Understanding the 4.49 An ability to put oneself 3.57
concepts expressing in the other personís
direction position

14. Knowing the figures, 4.49 Understanding the effect 3.56
numerals and respective of oneís activity on the
quantities from 1 to 10 environment

15. Finding pleasure in 4.48 The skill of rhyming 3.54
movement words

The lists above show that the achievements of children at the beginning of
school in mathematics, manual activities and physical development are
better than in the areas concerning ethics and social skills. The shortcom-
ings in ethics and social skills may deepen at the next level of education
and endanger academic coping.

The present study, which deals with childrenís achievements after
entering school and at the end of their first school year, reveals essential
differences in the achievements of the same children in kindergarten and at
school. The achievements of the children, who were assessed higher in
kindergarten, at the end of their first school year have been reflected in
Figure 2.

Figure 2. The achievements of the children, assessed higher in kindergarten,
at the end of their first school year
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It appears that the group of children that was stronger in the kindergarten
is not so highly assessed by schoolteachers. Primary school teachers would
have been much more critical while assessing children. The reason may
also be that children belonging to the stronger group ìrest on their laurelsî
at school without finding new stimulation that would take into account
their earlier experience and level of development.

The achievements of the children belonging to the weaker group in
the kindergarten may improve considerably (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. The achievements of the children, assessed lower in kindergarten,
at the end of their first school year

It appears that the achievements of children who received lower assess-
ments in kindergarten do not necessarily become worse at school, often
their potential flourishes there.

Conclusion and discussion

Learning skills form the basis for successful coping at next levels of educa-
tion. Although teachersí assessment of childrenís learning skills is gener-
ally high, many children have problems with trusting themselves as learn-
ers and acting according to the aims set. This result is considered provok-
ing and refers to the fact that essential prerequisites of learning have not
been shaped at pre-school age and the main focus lies on drilling some-
thing specific ñ alphabet, numbers, etc. One likely reason for that is the
concern instilled in children about coping at school entrance tests, success-
ful passing of which requires reading and writing skills. It is generally dif-
ficult for children to learn together and take care of common things.

Many problems are caused by the fact that after starting school much
of the previous experience often becomes useless. For example, a child who
is skilled in reading has to sit and feel bored by familiar learning material,
being unable to use his or her earlier knowledge and experience in this new
situation. It is expedient to use the school situation as a new experience in
many varied activities, in order to give the learner a chance to learn about
the forms of application of the new knowledge and to observe how new
knowledge allows him or her to plan various activities.
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The gender variations found are important. The study shows that this
type of differentiation between boys and girlsí learning probably starts
early and most likely before school.

The contemporary situation of Estonian pre-school pedagogy com-
bines the characteristics of the recent totalitarian society and the attempt
to achieve the level of the advanced societies at an accelerated pace. This
results in the situation where general pedagogical objectives are not so
clearly prioritised. In the assessments of the teachers, subject-centred ap-
proach prevails, which is not in keeping with the development of pre-school
children. For example, teachers assess childrenís ethics and social achieve-
ment lower than subject skills.

Developed activity can only rely on developed experience. Deriving
from that proposition, it is essential to keep analysing childrenís achieve-
ments and comparing them to the objectives of the curriculum. By becom-
ing aware of strong and weak sides of the learner, teacher is able to take
into account childrenís individual speed of development in the most impor-
tant areas related to learning.

References

Alushariduse raamıppekava [Core Curriculum of Pre-school Education]
(1999) In: Riigiteataja 80,732.

Dewey, J. (1963) Experience and Education. New York and London: Col-
lier Macmillan.

Ford, D. H. & Lerner, R. M. (1992) Developmental Systems Theory: An
Integrative Approach. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Fumoto, H. (2003) Expanding teachersí scope for learning through teacher-
child relation. 13th Annual Conference on Quality in Early Child-
hood Education. University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, Scotland, 57.

Hanko, G. (1999) Increasing Competence through Collaborative Problem
Solving: Using Insight into Social and Emotional Factors in Childrenís
Learning. London: David Fulton.

Hanko, G. (2002) The emotional experience of teaching: A priority for
professional development, in Gray, P. (ed.) Working with Emotions:
Responding to the Challenge of Difficult Pupil Behaviour in Schools.
London, New York: Routledge, 25ñ35.

Hobson, R.P (2002) The Cradle of Thought: Exploring the Origins of Think-
ing. London: Macmillan.

Howers, C. (2000) Social-emotional classroom climate in childcare, child-
teacher relationships and childrenís second grade peer relations. So-
cial Development, 9 (2), 191ñ204.

Hytˆnen, J. (2002) Lapsikeskeinen kasvatus [Child-centred education] (4.ñ
6. Uud. P.) Porvoo-Helsinki-Juva: WSOY.

Hytˆnen, J. & Krokfors, L. (2002) Esiopetuksen toimintaymp‰ristˆ,
esiopetusta antava oppettaja ja esiopetuksen tavoitteiden painottu-
minen toimintakaudella [The environment of pre-school education, pre-
school teacher and objectives at the period of activities], in Helsinkin
kaupunkin, sosaalivirasto ja opetusvirasto. Tutkimuksia 1.

Katz, S. (2000) Competency, epistemology and pedagogy: Curriculumís
holy trinity. The Curriculum Journal, 11/2,133ñ144.

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi



89

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Katz, S. (2002) Reconnecting the child and the curriculum: Places and para-
dox. Curriculum and Teaching, 17 (1), 5ñ20.

Kuhn, D. (1999) A developmental model of critical thinking. Educational
Researcher, 28, 16ñ26.

Niinem‰e, ‹. (2004) Esimese kooliastme ıpetajate hinnanguid, arvamusi
ja ettepanekuid laste kooliks ettevalmistamisele [The assessments,
opinions and suggestions of the teachers of first school stage about
preparing children for school]. Masterís Thesis: TPU.

Ojala, M. (2004) Helsinki Study: Learning in the modern pre-school set-
tings for six-year-old children. Journal of Teacher Education and Train-
ing, 4, 45ñ56.

Shepard, L.A. & Graue, E.M. (1993) The morass of school readiness screen-
ing: Research on test use and test validity, in Spodek, B. (ed.) Hand-
book of Research on the Education of Young Children. New York:
MacMillan Publishing Company, 293ñ304.

Solity, T. (1995) Psychology, teachers and early years. British Journal of
Educational Studies, 41 (4), 393ñ406.

Talts, L. (2003) The role of pre-school education and its influence on childís
further coping at school. Journal of Teacher Education and Training,
2, 93ñ100.

Talts, L. & Mustimets, I. (2004) Transition from kindergarten to school:
Children with different knowledge and skills. Selected articles on early
childhood education from Proceedings of JTET Conference ìSustain-
able Development. Culture. Educationî, compilers M. Veisson &
A. Veisson. Tallinn: TP‹, 43ñ58.

Wood, E. & Bennett, N. (2001) Early childhood teachers of progression
and continuity. International Journal of Early Years Education, 9 (3),
229ñ245.

This article was supported by the Estonian Science Foundation, grant
No 6073.

Correspondence:

Dr Leida Talts, Tallinn University, Viru v‰ljak 2, Tallinn 10111, Esto-
nia. E-mail: talts@tu.ee

Received 1 February 2005; revised version received 13 April 2005

L. Talts,
E. M‰gi



90

- 
J

T
E

T
 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
- 

J
T

E
T

 
-

Journal of Teacher Education and Training, Vol. 5, 2005

Parental Involvement in the Framework
of Holistic Education

Karin Lukk
Tallinn University, Estonia

Abstract
Holistic education aims to bring forth love for learning, a goal that is not
easily achieved by the academic curriculum. The great changes of the con-
temporary world have drastically transformed the meaning of education
and the art of teaching, thus requiring changes in the ëtraditionalí curricu-
lum. The aim of the present research was to find out the parentsí opinion
on effective school that would provide their children with the competence
needed for leading a successful life and to assess it from the holistic point
of view. The results revealed that effective schools in the contemporary
world are those that have altered their curriculum according to the de-
mands of society where success can be achieved only through understand-
ing the world as a whole. The study is based on parentsí evaluation of
schools bringing out the values of school, the aspects of quality of the learn-
ing environment and teachersí proficiency. As fostering collaboration is
one of the principles of holistic education, the collaboration, communica-
tion, and relationships between school and parents are also discussed. The
research shows that parents value the schools where the ëtraditionalí cur-
riculum is interweaved with the ideas of holistic education.

Key words: parental involvement; holistic education; effective schools; in-
effective schools.

The continuing crisis in public education, with high rates of grade failure
and low educational achievement, reflects high levels of student and par-
ent disengagement in education and the urgent need for change (Fantuzzo,
1999). The great changes that have taken place in the world today have
transformed the meaning of education and the art of teaching. Our economy
is leading us towards high-tech society and schools have to prepare stu-
dents for the ìworld of tomorrowî (Cassel, 2003). The critical point for
change is that ìknowledgeî is becoming our true capital base and the pri-
mary wealth producing resource. Education is everything in preparing for
this post-business society. Hence the old ëtraditionalí educational model
that condenses the world into instructional packages (Miller, 2000) is to a
great extent not efficient any more. The education of the young used to be
like moulding them into future workers or citizens (Miller, 2000), but nowa-
days schools have to seek alternative ways for survival.

That in turn sets new standards for teacher training because teachers
are having a key-role in building a new learning society. The role of teacher
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training has been to prepare individuals to stand in front of children in the
classroom and impart acceptable knowledge. In recent years, the limita-
tions of this approach have led to the development of new kinds of teacher
education which significantly change the role of teachers from those of the
mechanics confined to the classroom walls to people having a holistic view
of the learning process (Miller & Ramos, 1999). A holistic approach that
regards teaching and learning from an integrated perspective has been
proved to be more efficient than any other approach adopting only one
innovation at a time (e.g., active, collaborative, technology-enhanced or
student-centred approaches), as adopting one innovation, without account-
ing for the forces that work against it, can neutralize or negate desired
outcomes (Poindexter, 2003). The reason of that trend lays in capturing a
wider picture instead of narrow purposes.

The holistic nature of education process

The principles of holistic education provide that refreshing shift our educa-
tional reform urgently needs. School education has to be a holistic process,
in which students both as individuals and in groups can receive maximum
opportunity to learn and develop becoming versatile persons. But, unfortu-
nately, the concept of holistic approach and the ways it can maximize learn-
ing opportunities often remains unclear.

A holistic way of thinking seeks to encompass and integrate multiple
layers of meaning (Miller, 2000) The concept of layersí system could be
used to understand the holistic nature of education process in school as
well (Cheng, 1997) and provide a more comprehensive unit for managing
school activities in a holistic way.

The school process can be separated into actor layers such as the ad-
ministrator and teacher layer and the student layer (Cheng, 1997). Think-
ing in terms of layers (rather than cells) provides a more comprehensive
unit to think about the holistic nature of the school process. In order to
maximize the effectivity of teaching process, the teacher layer should in-
fluence the student layer as a whole. In other words, teachers at different
levels should influence their students through all their behavioural, affec-
tive, and cognitive performance. Besides, they influence not only individual
students but also students in groups and students as a group in a school-
level (Cheng, 1997). This is a holistic teaching.

In order to facilitate school education and maximize its effectiveness,
parents should be encouraged to participate in this holistic process as well.
Parental involvement has been identified as one of the major forces of new
educational strategies by many researchers (Fantuzzo, 1999). When all
these parties are put together, the layer system takes the form as shown in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The home-school cooperation ñ the layersí system (adapted from Cheng,
1997)

Parental involvement in school education has multiple dimensions,
which often have different impacts on school performance (Eddy, 2004;
Shepard & Carlson, 2003):
1) overt parental involvement: involving visiting meetings and classes

and talking to teachers;
2) participation in parents organization;
3) parent-school cooperation: participation in the daily operations of the

school and participation in school decision-making;
4) parent-child dimension: conversations about school, education and/or

studying, etc.

Total home-school collaboration should be one of major tendencies in
educational reforms. The layer concept can be used as the building block
for reengineering schools to provide holistic education and maximize op-
portunity for effective teaching and learning (Cheng, 1997).

Effective and ineffective schools and the problems of studentsí
educational attainment

Effective schools have been identified in terms of characteristics associ-
ated with high student achievement and, conversely, schools lacking these
characteristics are conceived as ineffective schools (Griffith, 2004). The
major indicators of the schools in Estonia are assessed by are the results of
State Examinations providing for the comparison of the average achieve-
ment of students in all basic subjects. Enrolment and drop-out rates are
other important characteristics, both of which are strongly related to
achievement indices: the higher is the studentsí attainment the lower is the
drop-out rate in that school (Griffith, 2004; Smith et al., 2004).
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Dropping out of primary school has become one of the major prob-
lems in Estonian educational development. These students leave schools
before they have obtained the required educational standard ñ primary
education. The national statistics of Estonia reveal that the number of peo-
ple without primary education has increased since 1990 and especially during
the last few years (Haridus..., 2001; Koolikohustuse..., 2002; Pıhikoolist...,
2003).

Holistic education aims to incite in young people a passionate love of
learning that is not directly measured by the grades of national exams.
From the perspective of holistic education, every child is more than a fu-
ture employee; every personís intelligence and abilities are far more com-
plex than his or her grades in standardized tests (Miller, 2000). So it may
seem that statistics of school effectiveness and holistic education are the
terms that cannot be used together. But in reality the students who have
been educated in a holistic environment are more likely to be successful in
their academic life, as their ënaturalí love of learning helps them to obtain
more in comparison with the students who have learned by passive memo-
rization of plain ìfactsî (Miller, 2000).

Although the number of public schools that are entirely committed to
holistic principles is not very high in Estonia, there are still some schools,
which are trying to put the ideas of holistic education into practice. The
education process of the schools, which have succeeded to do it, considers
all the parties related to childís development: school, teachers, parents and
students. Home-school collaboration is one of the major fields disregarded
by many schools. It is an unused social resource and, when being ignored,
it leaves a significant blank in the holistic approach to a childís education.

Majority of parents want their children to be successful at school, but
many parents do not know how to assist their children in ways that im-
prove school performance (Eddy, 2004; Hill & Craft, 2003). Parental in-
volvement in education is associated with improvements in school behav-
iour, social competence, and school performance. There are many research-
ers supporting the claim that parent involvement leads to improved educa-
tional attainment (Garcia-Bacete, 2003; Hill & Craft, 2003; McNeal, 1999;
Peraita & Pastor, 2000). Their findings have formed the basis for different
educational reforms where parental involvement is one of the key elements
of the programs (Cassel, 2003; McNeal, 1999).

Research methods

The main emphasis of the research was on the differences of parental in-
volvement in effective and ineffective schools to bring out the parent-re-
lated aspects in well-organized environments. School climate is a complex
phenomenon, which is influenced by different factors formed in the frame
of a tight network. All of the components of that network affect each other
thus making it thoroughly complicated to extract any of them as a single
factor. However, some comparative lines can be pointed out to produce a
picture of parental involvement in schools that provide the best possible
learning environment, the environment that has been improved to be a
successful one through many years.

K. Lukk
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The aim of the research was to compare parental involvement in ef-
fective and ineffective schools; sampling was conducted to obtain statisti-
cally comparable samples of the effective schools (having the highest indi-
ces of studentsí achievement according to the results of annual State Ex-
aminations) and the ineffective schools (showing the lowest indices of
achievement). The sample was composed of 40 schools (20 most effective
and 20 most ineffective ones). The questionnaires were sent to parents
whose children studied at these schools and the final sample for examining
parent involvement was composed of 1,554 cases.

The questionnaire consisted of 50 different items assessing different
aspects of relationships, cooperation, and communication between school
and parents; the parentsí evaluation of teachers and the social climate at
school. Parents responded to the questions using number scales ranging
from 1 (never/not at all/very bad, etc.) to 6 (always/very much/very good,
etc.). Average scores were used in calculations. The analysis was based on
the quantitative research methods (f- and t-tests were used to compare
means and dispersion).

Results

Relationships between parents and school
The main aspects of parent-school relationships studied in the research
were trust, parentsí opinion about the parent-school relationships, satis-
faction with the amount of time and attention provided by teachers/school
for communicating with parents. Most of the parents can trust their childís
school but the comparison of the means and variations of two groups ñ
effective and ineffective schools, revealed a statistically significant differ-
ence (p<.001): the parents of effective schools think more positively of their
childís school but at the same time their opinions vary more than those of
the ineffective schoolsí parents. Parentsí opinion about the nature of the
relationships was quite similar in both groups of schools, although 30% of
parents of ineffective schools (as compared to 15% of effective schoolsí
parents) said they would change the school if they had a chance.

Cooperation between parents and school
Most of the parents (51%) were satisfied with the frequency of coopera-
tion. Different forms of cooperation were studied in the research and some
differences were observed between effective and ineffective schools. The
results showed that in effective schools more parentsí meetings and discus-
sions about their childís improvement were held together with the child.
Besides, the parents of effective schools were more willing to participate in
the meetings where the child could be present at the discussion about his/
her achievement. The parents of ineffective schools preferred traditional
forms of parental involvement like traditional parentsí meetings (with par-
ents and class teacher only) and the open-door days (the days when par-
ents can visit classes).

Nowadays more and more parents begin to understand the impor-
tance of parental involvement in school and they have become very active
in reforming the school system: 80% of parents would like to participate in

K. Lukk
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discussions about school development. But not all schools are eager to ac-
cept it. More than a half of parents (Figure 2) were not satisfied with the
schoolís policy on involving parents in school-reforming process. In effec-
tive schools, parents are given chances to express their opinion about dif-
ferent plans of the school and therefore these parents find the policy of
school satisfying.

Figure 2. Parentsí opinion of the schoolís policy on involving parents in school-
reforming process

Communication between school and parents
Communication between teachers and parents is one of the key-elements
of parental involvement associating all three aspects of the concept of so-
cial capital. The main topics teachers discuss with parents are (ranked in
the order of significance according to parentsí opinion):
1.  Childís grades;
2.  The curriculum of school;
3.  The out-of-class activities;
4.  Friendship;
5.  Bullying;
6.  School catering and health problems;
7.  Security of children;
8.  Morality and behaviour of children;
9.  Transportation;
10.  Childís academic achievement and future prospects.

The most remarkable difference between effective and ineffective
schools was in the means and dispersion of conversations about the cur-
riculum. Parents of effective schools had discussions about school curricu-
lum and the educational purposes of school more often. In ineffective
schools, teachers talk to parents mostly about childís grades and behav-
iour. In most cases, parents do not like to come to school and so they try to
do it very rarely and only in cases when problems arise. If possible, they
try to stay out of their childís life at school.
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There are several reasons why parents do not want to be involved
with school. The following rank shows the first five reasons that had the
highest indices of incidence:
1. That may cause more trouble to their child;
2. Their child does not need any help ñ he/she is independent enough;
3. Parents are too tired ñ too many problems at work and at home;
4. Parents do not have time for that;
5. The cooperation with parents is very badly organized.

The results reveal that parentsí biggest fear is the threat that other stu-
dents or even teachers would change their opinion of and behaviour to-
wards the child, and eventually their good intentions may cause damage
instead of being beneficial. A lot of parents also think that their children do
not need their help any more; that they can manage on their own. But it
may also be parentsí excuse for not paying enough attention to their child.
The truth of this supposition is testified by the reasons discussed next. Our
life-style has become very stressful and it is more and more difficult to find
time for anything else than just earning a living. Very few parents (and
most of them from ineffective schools) also mention bad personal relation-
ships with teacher(s) and teachersí use of a scientific and very complex
language as hinders of communication.

The parentsí evaluation of school
Three aspects were studied:
� Parentsí evaluation of values of school;
� Parentsí evaluation of quality of learning environment;
� Parentsí evaluation of teachersí proficiency.

There are a lot of characteristics that differ greatly between effective
and ineffective schools. Table 1 shows the differences that are statistically
significant (p<.001 in all cases).

Table 1. The significant differences in parentsí evaluation of school

Effective Schools Ineffective Schools

1 2

Values Security of children is Not much attention is paid to
highly valued security of children

Striving for better achieve- It is mostly plain facts instead
ment, however the main of understanding that is
emphasis is not solely on taught, and schools cannot
knowledge but on wider lead children to better
understanding of the world academic achievement

Childrenís endeavours to Not much attention is paid to
self-improvement are childís own endeavours
supported

Curious mind is valued Curious children are
and supported considered to be a burden

Strong traditions No certain traditions

Sequel to Table 1 see on p. 97.
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Sequel to Table 1.

1 2

School culture is directed at School does not set higher
the development of a goals
dignified citizen

Learning Classroom discipline is Classroom discipline is not
environ- maintained maintained

ment School has clear aims and The courses of action of
directions school are chaotic

School has a good reputation School does not have a
significantly good reputation

The ëwe-feelingí or belonging The belonging is weak or
is very strong lacking at all

The rooms in school are The rooms are not used in
mostly used in studentsí the consideration of studentsí
interest needs

The learning conditions meet The learning conditions are
the needs of modern society not satisfying

Teachersí Teachers have high compe- Not all teachers are compe-
proficiency tence in their subject tent in their subject

Teachers can maintain Classroom discipline is not
classroom discipline always maintained

Teachers can excite Teachers do not excite
studentsí interest in their studentsí interest in their
subject subject

Teachers prepare the Teachers cannot prepare the
students for exams and students for exams and level
level tests test so well

The parents of effective schools bring out many aspects: the children in
effective schools feel that they do belong there, they can feel secure and
their natural curious mind is not crushed down. Effective schools pay much
attention to the improvement of learning conditions: making repairs and
supplying the classrooms and teachers with the necessary equipment and
materials. These schools value childrenís achievement and support their
endeavours to self-improvement. Ineffective schools in general do not pay
so much attention to the child. Neither have they formulated their goals
clearly and therefore their work is chaotic. Consequently, these shortcom-
ings are manifest in the general climate of the school influencing nega-
tively childrenís attitude and motivation.

Discussion

Our society today is moving on a new way of life that requires new mean-
ing of education, and only those schools that have successfully put the
necessary changes into practice can provide students with the level of edu-
cation that would guarantee them success in their future life. According to
the concept of holistic education, the broader the network the child is liv-
ing in, the stronger its influence on the childís development. Therefore co-
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operation between school and family creates more effective learning envi-
ronment for child. Parental involvement is closely related to the parentsí
opinion about the school. In effective schools where the child can attend
parentsí meetings and parent-teacher discussions, the parents are more
interested to participate in the school-life. Varying the forms of parental
involvement helps to excite parentsí interest in cooperation with school.
Besides, parents also expect schools to let them join in discussions of the
aims and plans of the school. When the parental involvement increases,
parentsí sense of responsibility grows and it helps to increase the sense of
belonging. When parents become a part of school society, they may freely
discuss deeper problems with teachers. Currently, most of parent-teacher
conversations are about childís academic achievement, grades, and
misbehaviours. Parents avoid deeper conversations, which unfortunately
leads to the situation where much of the potential social capital a good
parent-teacher relationship could provide is left unused.

Living in the conditions of market economy forces schools to fight for
their survival and therefore it is very important to know the aspects of
school environment, which characterize effective schools. The key-words
of effective schools according to the parentsí opinion are child-centeredness,
discipline, and striving for higher goals through clearly formulated aims
and directions of development. They have a strong sense of belonging and
the learning environment meets the needs of the modern society.

In conclusion, it may be said that effective schools in the contempo-
rary world are those that have changed their curriculum according to the
demands of society where success can be achieved only through under-
standing the world as a whole. While few public schools are entirely com-
mitted to holistic principles, many teachers try to put these ideas into prac-
tice. Accordingly, the schools that have succeeded in this field are mostly
considered as effective. Collaboration is one of the principles of holistic
education and the schools that have built up a strong home-school collabo-
ration system have found a strong groundsel for their educational process.
There are some other aspects of holistic education and of effective school
that are coincident: child-centeredness, striving for better achievement with
the main stress not solely on knowledge but on a wider understanding of
the world, supporting the curious mind, etc. So it may be said that parents
value the schools where the ëtraditionalí curriculum is interweaved with
the ideas of holistic education.

What helps to build the schools following the paths of holistic educa-
tion? One of the most important factors is teacher training. It has always
been difficult to introduce changes when the workers are cleaved to the
old system. Therefore it is essential to start from preparing the teachers
who value home-school cooperation and have necessary skills for working
with parents. Our life-style has become very stressful and for parents it is
increasingly difficult to find the time for activities other than just earning a
living, which means that it is the teachersí responsibility to organize the
work of parental involvement in the most effective way. That is why in
teacher training programs more attention should be paid to introducing
the principles of effective parental involvement.
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Holistic Approach to the
Development of Pre-School Educational

Environment in Latvia

Zaiga L˚ciÚa and Inese Jurgena
Daugavpils University, Latvia

Abstract
Holistic approach is essential in a situation when the educational process
is aimed at stimulating the development of a personality capable of self-
determination, possessing creative ability to acquire new information and
put the natural potential into life.

The purpose of the article is to analyze the role and importance of the
holistic approach in the development of pre-school educational environ-
ment in Latvia.

 It is intended to clarify the term ëeducational environmentí from the
position of various theories of pedagogy and analyze the role of the holis-
tic approach in the formation of the educational environment.

The idea is offered for the discussion that, from the holistic point of
view, the pre-school educational environment promotes the cognitive de-
velopment of the child if it ensures the possibility to choose, stimulates
imagination and action, and corresponds to childís interests and needs.

Key words: holistic approach; educational environment; development; pre-
school; cognitive activities; personality.

The situation in Latvia at the beginning of the 21st century is character-
ized by the development of interdisciplinary sciences, incorporation of en-
vironmental aspects in humanitarian research, and the gradual integration
of the holistic paradigm in researchersí minds. So far human society, armed
with scientific knowledge, has been moving along the road of technologi-
cal optimism. However, the roots of the problems encountered by ecosys-
tems and hindering the quality of human development are located not only
in the surrounding world but also in human psyche and consciousness, in
the motives of behaviour, and the factors determining the psychological
comfort of a personality.

The ideas mentioned above emphasize the need to improve the quality
of the pre-school educational environment as one of the factors facilitating
the childís development.

Despite the diversity of the existing opinions and theories, the scien-
tific thought serves one common goal ñ to find answers fostering human
freedom, creative activities, self-actualization and realization of these val-
ues in educational process, thus stimulating versatile development of per-
sonality.
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This justifies more comprehensive studies of the issues related to the
pre-school educational environment, as the pre-school age is a particularly
sensitive period for the development of human personality.

Modern pedagogical theories on education of pre-school children raise
an essential question about the relationships between a self-developing
person and a constantly changing environment (Gudjons, 1998). There is
also a tendency to emphasize the real life of children and their develop-
ment in their everyday living space (Baacke, 1991).

Apart from that, in the modern descriptions of childhood, the under-
standing of the acquisition of culture has changed considerably. For exam-
ple, the role of the secondary experience is increasing; consumption-ori-
ented behaviour models have become stronger. Learning theories empha-
size independent work as the substantial basis of cognitive activity (Fˆling-
Albers, 1989).

The authors find it necessary to use the main methodological princi-
ples of the holistic approach to education in order to answer the questions
outlined above.

The holistic approach becomes increasingly important in the situation
when there is a growing need for the educational process to develop a
personality capable of self-determination, self-revelation, having creative
skills to acquire new information, and the ability to put oneís natural po-
tential to work.

It should be pointed out that this corresponds to the task of creating
the educational environment that would promote childís ability to judge
and choose, to understand the world not as a finished structure, but as
something that has to be created, as it was stated in the report Education
for the 21st century (1998) by the UNESCO International Committee.

The purpose of the present article is to analyse the role of the holistic
approach in the development of the pre-school educational environment in
Latvia. The article regards the research of Latvian pedagogic literature
from the 1930s to the present day and the study of the latest foreign peda-
gogic literature on methodology of humanistic pedagogy and holistic ap-
proach.

According to the Latvian Law of General Education (1999, article
20, Ch 5), the curricula of pre-school education refer to the children up to
the age of 7.

The main aspects of the concept ëeducational environmentí

As the childís personality develops in the educational process, educational
environment plays a significant role. The studies of various authors (Dauge,
1930; Десенкова, 2003; DÁÌÁns, 1921; Hansena, Kaufmane & Saifers,
1998; LieÏeniece, 1996, 1999; Meinhards, 1910; PÁtersons, 1931; Roth &
Szamoskozi, 2002; –pona, 2004; –t‚ls, 1927, etc.) lead to the conclusion
that there is no single definition to characterize this pedagogical phenom-
enon. When characterizing childís development as a whole, D. LieÏeniece
(1999) uses the terms ëthe developing environmentí, ëthe environment of
thingsí, and ëthe structured environmentí. On the other hand, E. Maslo
(2003) characterizes the educational environment as the input that a child
receives during his/her life.

Z. L˚ciÚa,
I. Jurgena
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 The holistic approach as the methodological basis of educational en-
vironment is also understood as ìa teacherís interaction with a child, where
teacher provides help and support for the childís cognition of the world
and oneself, helps to organize childís activity in accordance with the prin-
ciples of action psychology, promotes the development of childís motiva-
tional sphere, and helps a child to pass from his/her ëactual zone of devel-
opmentí to the ëzone of proximal developmentíî (LieÏeniece, 1996: 159ñ
160).

Historical insight in the understanding of the concept

Exploration of the issues mentioned above asks for a certain historical di-
gression.

In the 18th century, Rousseau raised the issue of educational environ-
ment. According to him, the primary role of an educator is to create the
environment and pedagogical situations, to organize original meetings, but
the understanding of the world should be left to the child. The educator
participates in the educational process indirectly, which Rousseau under-
stood as ëprevention from doing somethingí. However, a skilful educator
has to organize the environment corresponding to the natural develop-
ment of a child, as the teacher is the substitute of the natural and ëuniversal
willí. Rousseau also considered the things (and people) facilitating experi-
ence and learning as the elements of the learning environment. He pointed
out that a child has to develop freely according to his/her abilities. A child
is the subject of education; education adapts to the nature of a child, his/
her organic and progressive development.

M. Montessori, who is considered to be a pioneer of holistic approach,
pointed out that a ëprepared environmentí is the third most important fac-
tor in the upbringing of children after independence and concentration.
According to her, the most important tasks of a teacher are to be beside
children at any time, to support them in their activities, and constantly
develop childrenís moral, emotional, physical, psychological, and spiritual
dimensions (Montessori, 1995). On the other hand, Dewey considered that
the way the school environment is organized is the indicator of the desir-
able intellectual and moral growth of a child (Dewey, 1966).

Interaction of environmental elements

The relationships between the teaching of an adult and the learning of a
child are arranged between two poles: childís nature and his/her actual
needs on the one hand, and an outer stimulus enriching childís learning on
the other hand.

Several ideas attracted our attention when studying this issue.
Feuerstein, Klein, and Tannenbaum (1991), who worked with children and
teenagers from the entire world in the refugee camps, concluded that aca-
demic ëdelayí of these children results from insufficient cultural input be-
cause of war, poverty, and lack of parents. He thought that cognitive de-
velopment is the result of maturity and experience, which is formed as a
result of human interaction. J. Leeber, who used R. Feuersteinís methodol-
ogy working with children with special needs, came to a conclusion that
the environment is a mediator or the main channel through which culture
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is transmitted from one generation to another, and the environment pro-
vides stimulating learning experience (Leeber, 2002). Roth and Szamoskozi
(2002), on the other hand, has described the influence of ëimpoverished
environmentí on the development of a child and has concluded that it hin-
ders childrenís development and their behaviour, and makes it difficult for
them to interact with the surrounding world.

Desenkova (2003) and Hansena with associates (1998) uses the terms
ëthe surrounding environmentí, ëthe environment of thingsí, ëthe develop-
ing environmentí, and ëthe organization of the environment in learning cen-
tresí within the project ìStep by Stepî (child-centered program for children
from birth to 10 years realized by Open Society Institute in 30 countries of
the world). In their works, we can find detailed descriptions of material
objects and their preferable position in the room. They point out that chil-
drenís safety, the availability of materials and resources, possibility to co-
operate and find activities corresponding to the interests and needs of each
child should be taken into account when organizing the environment.

Educational environment has been dealt with in the research of envi-
ronmental psychologists P.A. Bell, T.C. Green, J.D. Fisher and A. Baum
(2002). When describing and evaluating the educational environment, they
point out the connection between the environment and human behaviour
and emphasize the role of the environment in promoting the process of
cognition.

The historical development of the understanding of
educational environment in Latvia: Holistic aspects

According to the authorsí experience, there is interest in the implementa-
tion of the holistic approach in the formation of pre-school educational
environment in Latvia as well. The conclusions drawn from the analysis of
holistic approach in the development of pre-school learning environment
will be presented further.

The term ëeducational environmentí was not used in Latvia at the be-
ginning of the previous century; however, attention was paid to some is-
sues related to the environment. For instance, K. DÁÌÁns (1921), G. Mein-
hards (1910), and M. –t‚ls (1927) drew the preferable arrangement of the
classroom and described the necessary space, material objects and their
sizes. V. Dermanis (1902) criticized lack of teaching materials and poor
health conditions in Riga schools. Ed. PÁtersons (1931) demanded the edu-
cational environment that could be transformed into laboratories and li-
braries. It was supposed to have a variety of teaching aids and books for
every student (Meinhards, 1910). According to O. Svenne (1930), external
guidance is necessary to continue the development started in the child by
itself, and it is the teacherís task to prepare the tools helping to acquire
necessary skills. K. DÁÌÁns (1921) pointed out the role of teacherís per-
sonal qualities, for instance, optimism and wit, as joy and laughter in the
classroom help to keep off tiredness and distraction. J. Students (1933)
stated that person and the environment are correlative concepts, and the
relatively monotonous family environment becomes richer when a child
goes to school and reveals its whole diversity starting his/her independent
life. Therefore, the task of upbringing is to raise and develop a personality
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strong enough to influence the social environment more than the environ-
ment affects him/her. These ideas of Latvian educators strike a chord with
the ideas of modern scholars as well.

The ideas of many Latvian educators in the 1920-40s sound surpris-
ingly modern today. A. Dauge (1930) wrote that a person in its entirety
should be taken into account in every educational activity, bearing in mind
the necessity of raising a ëperfect human beingí capable of looking for and
finding solutions independently. It will be possible to carry out this compli-
cated task if each pupilís inborn qualities, aspirations, and gifts are consid-
ered in upbringing and learning. These ideas are topical today as well and
clearly demonstrate the role of the holistic approach in the formation of
the educational environment.

Differences appear when we start considering the implementation of
the ideas discussed above. Trying to implement the idea of ëa person in its
entiretyí or holism, it appears that it comprises understanding of childís
development in all aspects, childís temperament, the peculiarities of his/her
learning, thinking style, perception, as well as special talents and skills.
The encouragement of ëself-performanceí, construction of opportunities to
investigate and experiment, skills to provide knowledge corresponding to
childís perception, ability to create a healthy and optimistic atmosphere,
understanding of the environment and materials necessary for children,
wish to raise childrenís self-confidence and support them in their activities
are necessary features of teacherís work. On the other hand, the concept
ëindividualizationí comprises all the above-mentioned qualities and the
observation of childrenís activities, in order to adapt flexibly to the needs
of each child. It also includes cooperation with parents.

In the last decade, along with the idea of ëeducational environmentí as
the facilitator of childís activity, attention is focused on the concept of
ëstructure-formationí (Baacke, 1991). This model of educational environ-
ment comprises the structure of time, interpersonal communication, physi-
cal and spatial environment, as well as the factors determining and organ-
izing behaviour. Within the context of the holistic approach, this model is
oriented to the interaction between personality and environment. This
theory considers child as a dynamic, growing unity picking up and trans-
forming the elements of the surrounding world in the course of his/her de-
velopment. Being part of the environment is particularly important for the
development of the child.

Besides, the child-centered approach is becoming increasingly impor-
tant in the pedagogical understanding of the educational environment.

Proceeding from the idea that childís upbringing and learning takes
place in pre-school in various activities, both organized by teachers or chil-
dren and spontaneous ones, D. LieÏeniece characterizes the educational
environment as a place where child develops his/her experience, values,
and skills and learns to form an attitude to oneself and the world as well as
to acquire skills and knowledge. However, it depends on the opportunities
provided for children to become subjects of their activities. The educa-
tional environment is the place of socialization where child develops rela-
tionships with adults and other children. The educational environment is a
category of space (kindergarten, home, neighborhood) and time (LieÏeniece,
1996).
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The educational environment as a pedagogical phenomenon is char-
acterized by the following structural elements:
1) child as the subject of activity taking into account childís nature, his/

her entire personality;
2) the environment of things as a spatial category characterizing the learn-

ing environment (LieÏeniece, 1999).

A. –pona gives detailed characteristics of the environment, upbring-
ing and personality potential: upbringing, heredity, and the environment
(natural and social, micro-, mezzo-, and macro-) are the principal factors
determining personís development. Each age group forms its specific rela-
tionships with the micro-environment ñ family, classmates, study group,
work colleagues; mezzo-environment ñ school, work place, and local
neighborhood; and macro-environment ñ the society as a whole (–pona,
2004).

It is important that in interaction between the educational process
and the social environment each person would develop his/her own per-
ception of social facts or phenomena, which results in different attitudes.
Thus, the interaction between the development and the environment will
always lead to the development of human skills as the ability to do some-
thing and the perfection of experience. Value-orientation, determination,
and emotional stability are the most important characteristics of this inter-
action.

In the last 20 years in Latvia, humanistic pedagogy has become more
noticeable among other pedagogical theories. Its central idea brings out
child as an autonomous identity. According to this, the pedagogical proc-
ess has to be organized in such a way as to create favorable environmental
conditions for child and to support his/her self-realization. When organiz-
ing teaching and learning as a voluntary, purposeful, independent, and
creative activity of learners, it is acknowledged that readiness for life is
formed in the pedagogical environment securing learnersí self-realization,
satisfaction of their needs, as well as the experience of setting and achiev-
ing goals (StabiÚ, 1998).

Conclusions

In the present-day situation prevailing in culture and social life, treating of
the educational environment from the holistic point of view becomes in-
creasingly important.

According to the majority of the research representing the holistic
approach, the educational environment can be characterized as a compli-
cated, many-sided pedagogical phenomenon promoting versatile develop-
ment of childís cognitive activity, providing a choice for child, stimulating
imagination and activity, and corresponding to childís interests and needs.
The educational environment is the environment that respects childrenís
needs and supports children in their endeavors to harmonize their inner
ëselfí with the surrounding world.

The holistic approach is important in the situation when there is a
growing demand for the pre-school educational process to stimulate the
development of a personality capable of self-determination, possessing crea-
tive ability to acquire new information, self-revelation, and the ability to
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put oneís natural potential into life. Holistic approach to the educational
environment is based on the understanding of the relations between vari-
ous elements of the educational environment: various kinds of interaction
between teacher and child, the relations between child and the environ-
ment, possibilities for the development of each childís unique individuality.
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