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Introduction to Study
Describing professionally established principles, guidelines, and procedures, the phrase “best practice” has come into common use in a number of fields.  Margaret Taylor Stewart argues that “we have become obsessed with using the term best practices in almost every aspect of our lives,” detailing mental health services, divorce agreements and bank telling (4).  It is no surprise that the phrase has increased in popularity in educational discourse in general as well as secondary English teaching in particular. Drawing on an analysis of professional discourse and on qualitative classroom research, this chapter examines the rhetoric of best practice, as well as its historical origins.  Then, using this knowledge of rhetoric and history to critique best practices, the chapter proposes an alternative to best practices—reorientative praxis—and outlines the main ideas of this qualitative study which seeks to explore reorientative praxis further within the context of English education.

History of Best Practice

Best practice in the field of education emerges from a variety of sources, including progressive educational theory and ideas about scientific management.    The progressive movement was first recognized by Joseph Mayer Rice DATE?, and its main effort was to “cast the school as a fundamental lever of social and political regeneration.”  In addition, the movement “viewed education as an adjunct to politics in realizing the promise of American life” (Cremin 22,88).  In this way, the progressive movement was not just an educational theory, but a set of beliefs that aimed to transform society.

The application of the progressive movement’s beliefs is considered to begin with the Quincy method, which was articulated and executed by Francis Wayland Parker in the late 1870’s.  The Quincy method encouraged teachers to be “child centered” and to “understand [children’s] interests through observation and systematic analyses in order to help children progress through the natural stages of their development” (Shannon 9).  With the Quincy method, literacy lessons were student-centered, “constructed from the systematic observation and survey of children’s natural development and interests” (10).  Although the application of the Quincy method was short-lived for various reasons, its progressive beliefs persisted in the ideas of Herbert Spencer, who also believed that curriculum should be based upon “the child’s own developing needs and expanding activities” (Egan 15). The Quincy method’s emphasis on student-guided, student-centered education established important principles for progressive education, and this consideration of students’ experience and self-direction is common in progressive teaching today.

By 1901, the progressive movement had attracted the attention of both professionals and laypeople. Psychologist George Stanley Hall wrote of the difference between “fitt[ing] the child to the school” and “fitt[ing] the school to the child”  (Cremin 103).  Hall’s work helped the public to view student-centered teaching in a positive light, and “helped shift the focus of teaching to the student” (103).  

In the early 1900’s, the individualist, progressive theories of Parker, Spencer and Hall were extended by John Dewey. Described as “distinctly American,” Dewey’s ideology appealed to many Americans because of its emphasis on individualism.  The movement “espoused schooling as child centered, where creativity, self-expression, critical thinking, and individualism would be nurtured” (Berube 13).   Dewey’s conception of education as “development from within” led him to wonder whether students learned naturally or by submitting to “habits acquired under external pressure” (Dewey 1).   Like Parker and Spencer, Dewey theorized that education began with the child, not the teacher.  For Dewey, “the conscious effort of intelligence, or the acquisition of knowledge, [was] directed by an individual’s understanding of his or her own needs” (Shannon 63).  Engaging the child’s interest and will were seen as essential to learning. 

Dewey desired a high quality, holistic education for each individual child, and argued that traditional education did little to serve the needs of each learner (Berube (a) 14).  In the interests of fostering the “whole child,” progressive teachers avoided making students memorize facts, instead wanting to develop “higher level critical thinking—development of a child’s intellect, of a social sense, development of a moral sense, and development of an aesthetic sense” (Berube (b) 1).  Although the teacher was responsible for the curriculum, the responsibility to learn was placed on the child, and learning was best achieved by doing, rather than rote memorization [?].  In the same way, the teacher could also learn by doing, and though active learning, improve his or her craft by observing the needs and interests of the student and tailoring the curriculum to meet them.  In this way, progressivism was more than just a teaching method; it was also a philosophy based on respect for each learner’s unique qualities and the teacher’s independent judgment.

Although Dewey’s progressive idea of education focused on the individual, it also recognized the importance of community and role of the individual in a democracy.  Progressive classrooms reflected democratic principles including human rights, respect for difference, participation in decision-making, and responsibility to other members of the community.  Part of the broader Progressive Movement, educators argued that “democratic social arrangements” would best foster learning.  The teacher’s role, then, was “cooperative educator,” not dictator.  Progressive education sought to intentionally connect students’ learning experiences with students’ role as citizens in a democratic society (Dewey 59).  

Progressivism’s emphasis on “child-centered” learning brought with it the idea that every child learns best in his or her own way.  However, in the early 1900’s, another movement was influencing educational thought.  In 1911, Frederick Taylor, a mechanical engineer, wrote Principles of Scientific Management, a book theorizing factory management and labor. Taylor had observed workmen doing various tasks and then speculated about how tasks could be more perfectly performed, believing that the action of every worker in any job could be “reduced to a science”(np).   Insisting on maximum productivity, Taylor wrote that “among the various methods and implements used in each element of each trade there is always one method and one implement which is quicker and better than any of the rest” (np).  In other words, if a person had the best workers trained under the best circumstances, working with the best managers, tools, and conditions, it was possible to maximize output.  This articulation of “one best way” was revolutionary, and introduced the idea of best practice to the industry as well as to society at large.  In fact, Taylor did not limit these best practices to industry, stating that “fundamental principles of scientific management are applicable to all kinds of human activities, from our simplest individual acts to the work of our great corporations, which call for the most elaborate cooperation” (np).   For Taylor, even teaching methods could be engineered with the help of science.

Ensuring the success of his plan, Taylor placed responsibility not on individual workers, but on managers.  He felt that they should compile the knowledge that workmen previously possessed and then “classify, tabulate, and reduce this knowledge to rules, laws and formulae which are immensely helpful to the workmen in doing their daily work” (np).   Taylor recommended that managers plan the workers’ jobs the day before, with each worker receiving “complete written instructions, describing in detail the task which he is to accomplish, as well as the means to be used in doing the work” (np).  Thus, it was essential that these managers not only clearly state goals for their employees, but also specifically direct how these goals would be fulfilled by each worker.

Hailing the “productivity” resulting from his “one best way” method, Taylor specified that the success of his method depended on not only substituting science for worker’s judgment but also “the intimate cooperation of the management with the workmen, so that they together do the work in accordance with the scientific laws which have been developed, instead of leaving the solution of each problem in the hands of the individual workmen” (np).  For Taylor, there was little faith in the workmen’s abilities to make decisions, but valid promise in the workmen’s abilities to be productive—provided they were suited for the job and had the best, most “scientific” direction.

Taylor argued that his “scientific methods” did not limit originality.  He reasoned that, like a surgeon who is first trained and then allowed to “use his own originality and ingenuity to make real additions to the world’s knowledge,” the worker “cooperating with his many teachers under scientific management... has an opportunity to develop which is at least as good as and generally better than that which he had when the whole problem was ‘up to him’ and he did his work entirely unaided” (np). Taylor’s emphasis was on “science, not rule of thumb; harmony, not discord; and cooperation, not individualism,” rather than on the autonomy of workers.  Yet, Taylor articulated a tension—between autonomy and community, represented by “individuality” within the context of the community of workers, especially when 

each man performs the function for which he is best suited, each man preserves his own individuality and is supreme in his particular function, and each man at the same time loses none of his originality and proper personal initiative, and yet is controlled by and must work harmoniously with many other men. (np)

It was in the tension between originality and harmony that Taylor recognized the productivity that was possible when each worker did exactly as directed
.

Though Taylor never explicitly articulated his beliefs as a practice for schooling, it is still possible to apply his management theories to educational contexts.  For example, Taylor’s insistence on “one best way” in all areas of life implied that it was possible—even for teachers--to use “one best way” in order to foster the greatest learning. Taylor’s emphasis on managers as decision makers could be seen as faith in the school administration to make the “best” decisions for teachers and students.  In a Taylorist application to the schools, then, the administration hires the teachers best suited for the job, and provides the “best” curriculum, resulting in maximum student learning.  Today, this application is evident in the “highly qualified” rhetoric of No Child Left Behind mandates, the emphasis on “scientific” educational research (viz the National Reading Panel), uniform standards and common assessments.

At first glance, it seems that the ideas of John Dewey aren’t in agreement with Taylor’s, since Dewey believed in child-led learning with a “cooperative educator” (management from the bottom up) as opposed to Taylor’s administration-directed learning (management from the top down).  However, that was not the position taken by Dewey, who, in fact, was influenced by Taylor.  Indeed, Evelyn and John Dewey’s 1915 publication titled Schools of Tomorrow profiled a Gary, Indiana school that mirrored many of the democratic ideals espoused by both Dewey and Taylor.
  Dewey actually believed in “one best way” in education, and argued that “the findings of scientific psychology should ultimately control the methods to be used in the learning process of any discipline” (Hook xxxiv).  Dewey also believed that “in a democratic society, all children have a right to the kind of schooling that will enable them to develop to the fullest reach of their desirable capacities” (xxxiv).  For the Deweys, the Taylorist belief in the right implements resulting in students’ “fullest reaching” capacities placed them in line with some, but not all, of Taylor’s ideas.

The Gary Plan, an application of Deweyian philosophy within the context of the Gary, Indiana Public Schools, further illustrated the Deweys’ belief in Taylorist practices.  In this particular school, which strove to prepare students properly for the workforce, classrooms were essentially mini-factories, preparing students to reach their “desirable capacities” in industry.  The Deweys suggested that “the ideal is not to use the schools as tools of existing industrial systems, but to use industry for the reorganization of the schools” (402).  
In other words, schools wouldn’t simply be preparing students for work in future industries; instead, by incorporating into schools the organizational and managerial ideas from industry, it was possible to prepare future workers while educating them at the same time--and benefit both areas simultaneously. 

Exploring Taylorist principles in Schools of Tomorrow, John and Evelyn Dewey profiled William Wirt, the superintendent of Gary Public Schools.  Similar to Taylor, Wirt believed that principals should act as managers of the schools.  However, Wirt also believed that “school principals and supervisors have been too greatly handicapped” by being business as well as educational managers (326).  Instead, Wirt proposed that “the school principal or superintendent should be a business manager, an administrative officer simply for the building or for the city.  The educational policy of the schools, the program, and methods should be looked out for by experts who are free from the details of administration” (326).  Thus, by leaving big decisions in the hands of “experts,” the Gary Public Schools definitely followed the manager-heavy style of Frederick Taylor.  
Although many of the ideas described in the Deweys’ Schools of Tomorrow seem Taylorist, it is difficult to truly ascertain how the Deweys felt about all of the ideas of Frederick Taylor.  However, it seems that they viewed the structure of the schools as just as important as the style of instruction.  Their desire for industrial-minded schooling and a “one best way” managerial style seems to agree with the ideas of Taylor, but the Deweys also lamented the losses brought with modern industrialization.  They critiqued “the machine worker…[who followed] blindly the intelligence of others instead of his own knowledge of materials, tools and processes…” (359), certainly taking issue with Taylor’s insistence that the worker trust the manager—or the teacher trust the curriculum specialist—for the best possible outcome.  The Deweys also directed that workers “must have some understanding of the physical and social facts behind and ahead of the material and appliances with which they are dealing” (363), a position which would appear to oppose the rhetoric of Taylor, who advocated instead that the worker let the manager assess his strengths and assign all tasks, without the worker necessarily understanding the entire process.   These tensions, between Progressive thought and Taylorism and evident in Dewey’s own writing, remain fully present in the Best Practice movement and language today
. 

Even with such tensions between Progressive thought and Taylorism, the progressive movement flourished until the 1950’s for a variety of reasons, one being that “the movement became a victim of its own success.”  
More specifically, progressive advocates became too rigid and “found themselves wedded to specific programs, unable to formulate next steps” (Cremin 349).  In other words, the progressive movement, a movement based upon flexibility, failed to be progressive in its application and instead became prescriptively Taylorist.

The phrase “best practice” surfaced prominently in education in the 1990s, when Steven Zemelman, Harvey Daniels Arthur Hyde drew together what was then the “current, national consensus recommendations about ‘best educational practice.”   Their process of determining best practice paralleled the approaches of Taylor more than Dewey.  Acting as Taylorist managers and gathering “all the traditional knowledge” in order to determine the “best” methods, these authors used “neutral,” “non-partisan”, “mainstream” sources to promote  “research-based,” “state-of-the-art instruction.” Creating a “sixteen-page tabloid” titled “Best Practice 1,” they “printed 55,000 copies, and dropped 570 carefully addressed bundles--one for each school building in the city--on the loading dock at the Board of Education" (Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde vii).  From such humble beginnings, this short “tabloid” has sold 400,000 copies and generated a series of articles and books.

Zemelman, Daniels, Hyde and Marilyn Bizar utilize Taylorist language to assert that best practice in education is a movement based upon “solid, reputable, state-of-the-art work in a field.”  Despite their series’ Taylorist rhetoric, Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde claim that many of their best practices are based on Progressivism, utilizing “thirteen interlocking principles.”  In fact, they specifically point out that their best practice ideals “can fairly be called a progressive resurgence.  ANOTHER progressive resurgence” (16).   Ultimately, Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde’s desire for progressive, best practice approach is to “[turn] the traditional transmission-model classroom upside down:  students become active, responsible, and self-motivating learners, while the teacher drops the talking-head role in favor of more powerful functions as model, coach and collaborator” (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde 201). 

The Best Practice series is strongly influenced by progressivism.  In fact, to these authors, Best Practice, a phrase they actually capitalize, describes an evolving educational process where teachers of all subjects are well-informed, flexible and leading classrooms that are “student centered, experiential, holistic, authentic, expressive, reflective, social, collaborative, democratic, cognitive, developmental, constructivist and challenging” (Daniels, Bizar, & Zemelman 13-14, 27). Connecting their best practice ideals to progressive principles, they point out that best practice’s depiction of reading as a cognitive, reflective activity constructed individually by children develops from Dewey’s emphasis on the natural ability of children to learn.  Thus, it could appear that such an approach moves away from a Taylorist effort to simply train in phonics and letter identification.  Echoing Dewey’s emphasis on the student-centered classroom, Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde advocate for instruction that begins with the student’s interests in mind. They state that “schooling should be student-centered, taking its cues from young people’s interests, concerns and questions” (12).  Drawing on the Deweyian ideals of community and democracy, Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde point out that literacy is a socially-constructed activity and that collaboration is an essential part of a democratic best practice classroom (43-44). Affirming community, Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde state, “children grow better amid rich and regular interaction, in classrooms where expression and collaboration are the norm, where there are many chances to read and write and talk with other readers” (58). 

The Best Practice series by Zemelman, Daniels, Bizar and Hyde attempts to discourage a “one-size-fits-all” instruction akin to Taylorism.  In fact, it encourages teachers to see their recommendations as “elements of a process and not as examples of perfection” (28), saying that “The teacher working daily with students knows most concretely what their specific needs, conditions and obstacles are” (269).  However, even with this emphasis on “process, not perfection,” the series still goes into practice itself, directing teachers to specific best practice strategies.  Such direction to practice is surprising, given that Dewey himself rejected this kind of formulation, saying “the main test of learning is the ability of individuals to meet new social situations with habits of considered action,” and directing that teachers should use progressive theories flexibly (Cremin136).  However, Zemelan, Daniels, Bizar and Hyde’s support for cognitive, reflective reading translates into avoiding drill-and-fill reading guides in favor of literature circles, which encourage students to reflect on student-chosen texts in collaborative groups. In secondary English teaching, authenticity and choice are evident in the recommendation that “teachers must help students find real purposes to write and real audiences to reach” (86) and with strategies such as allowing students to choose writing topics and publish writing in various community venues.  Strategies that foster student-centeredness in the study of English may include considering the student’s point of view when choosing texts, ultimately allowing students a choice in what they read (Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde 57), or structuring writing assignments around a student’s interests or abilities. Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde also propose that English teachers “decrease round-robin oral reading,” which heighten anxiety and jeopardize “rich and regular” meaningful interaction with text, in favor of “silent reading followed by discussion,” which helps students to read at their own pace and collaborate on the text’s meaning (77).  For a series that suggests that a good teacher is an “experimenter” (27), many of the prescribed practices are more in line with the managerial style of Taylor rather than the more process-guided, progressive style of Dewey.

In addition to Zemelman et al, other authors explore the concept of best practice and, similar to the Best Practice series, struggle with distinctions between progressivism and Taylorist thought.  One recent collection of writings, Best Practice in Writing Instruction edited by Steve Graham, Charles MacArthur and Jill Fitzgerald, provides clear-cut teaching methods based on “scientific research” with the goal to improve students’ writing. Further, in the edited collection Best Practices for Literary Instruction, Karen Bromley acknowledges that “Good teachers of writing find themselves somewhere in the middle, borrowing the best from both product [Taylorist] and process [Progressive] approaches to develop writers who are fluent, competent, and independent” (152).  After detailing formal standards that frame language arts instruction, Bromley describes teachers who employ specific strategies such as rubrics, Writing Workshop, and Author’s Chair, and then suggests that writing teachers establish classrooms that “celebrate and encourage individuality, creativity, meaning, standard form and the conventions of language.”  Although Bromley lists all of these factors in Taylorist fashion
, she also concedes that good teachers also “grow and change in their beliefs from year to year,” giving much flexibility to her definitions of good teaching (160).

“Scientific” Support for Best Practice
Both Taylorist and Progressive thought surface when examining educational research called upon to support best practices.  Best practice advocates such as Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde insist that best practice is “strongly backed by educational research, draws on sound learning theory, and under other names, has been tested and refined over many years” (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde 7).  They state that “results on the existing, customary measures show progress as teachers implement Best Practice ideas” (320), citing various “national standards documents.” This claim, based on “national curriculum reports” from National Board for Professional Teaching Standards as well as the U.S. Department of Labor, might produce skepticism among educators wary of No Child Left Behind “recommendations.” It seems, then, that a Deweyian “sound learning theory” of the Best Practice series has been paired with a Taylorist need for scientific proof and standardization in order to legitimize the movement’s claims
.
A more recent report evaluates other best practice methods. Writing Next:  Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of Adolescents in Middle and High Schools, a publication of The Alliance for Excellent Education, offers a meta-analysis 
of of research on writing instruction.  The report states that best practice methods such as collaborative learning do improve writing, and, weighing the culmination of research, Taylor-style, calculate collaboration’s “effect size” at .75 (Graham & Perin 19).   Evaluating other best practice writing methods such as process writing, the report details “small to moderate, but significant” (19) improvements compared with other supposed best practice methods such as sentence combining and even word processing (17).  However, certain aspects of process writing such as collaborative writing and even “teaching strategies for accomplishing specific types of writing tasks” are shown to have much higher “effect sizes” (15).  In other words, when the “writing process” is evaluated overall, it may not seem to affect students’ writing abilities as much as specific teaching methods associated with the writing process.  In addition, specific strategies not necessarily associated with best practice ideals, such as summarization and word processing are reported to have much more positive influence over students’ writing.   Ironically, these strategies, and their assessments, especially “specific product goals,” are much more in line with the ideas of Taylor, yet, according to this impressive culmination of research, seem to be more effective in writing instruction.  Although there is no self-identified best practice organization or official “network” researching, refining, and recommending educational ideas, a report such as Writing Next pairs progressive strategies with a Taylorist evaluation in order to arrive at the conclusion that certain practices are indeed “best.”  Nevertheless, given the complexity and diversity of classroom situations and teaching methods, arriving at such precise “effect sizes” for measuring all of these strategies seems highly suspicious and casts doubt on the global applicability of this report
.

Rethinking Best Practice Rhetoric

The Taylorist sentiments of best practice as well as its goal to find “one best way” raise serious concerns.  The word “best” with its air of unquestioning authority is problematic given the great complexity of learning language arts skills and content.  Maja Wilson aptly states, “the very words best practice are loaded; if we aren’t following best practice, aren’t we by extension following worst practice?” (xxi
).

In addition, language arts teaching addresses a variety of goals simultaneously, including both skills and content.  Language arts teaching entails working with students with different abilities, knowledge levels, and backgrounds.   It is unlikely that any specific “best practices,” when used formulaically, can “best” serve the needs of all students or reliably produce specific results such as the effect sizes of “.75” from Writing Next.  In fact, Gambrell and Mazzoni aptly state that “no matter how well a particular practice is shown to be effective by research, optimal assessment and instruction can only be achieved when skillful, knowledgeable, and dedicated teachers are given the freedom and latitude to use their professional judgment to make instructional decisions that enable each child to achieve their literary potential” (13).  With this critique of Taylorist, top-down management, Gambrell and Mazzoni argue that decisions should be made by the workers themselves, specifically that professional teachers should decide which instructional practices are “best” given specific contexts and goals.

The “unquestioning authority” of best practice brings further concerns—concerns about how teachers might be encouraged to use such practices.  It is possible that teachers could be excited to hear about how they might “best” teach; given, however, that new “best” approaches surface consistently in education, it is more likely that teachers have already tired of powers-that-be who “glibly prescribe for teachers…provide tidy summaries on how to teach…[and] offer the ‘magic bullet’ for instant success” (Ayers 27).    

There are cultural critiques of best practices as well.  While some “best practices” may be effective in many classrooms, “the very concept of universalized best practices is really a chimera in light of the wide body of research that conceptualizes learning as a profoundly cultural process” (Bailey & Pransky 20).  Many “best practices,” with their Taylorist and Progressive roots, do not necessarily address the diverse learning needs of students in specific ethnic minority populations—populations with different cultural practices and expectations, failing to “embody the best practices of all communities and all peoples” (Bailey & Pransky 21).  For example, although many professionally-acknowledged best practices extol the importance of constructivist ideas such as student ownership and choice, it is important to note that some culturally and linguistically diverse learners are “not oriented to [this approach]” (Bailey & Pranskey 24). Ironically, _____ Norris points to research from ______ 
Chall and Lisa Delpit that argues that “children from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to fare better when taught via more traditional, teacher-centered methods” (Norris 74).

There are further concerns with “best practice.”  The word “best” implies an “end-of-the-road” approach to teaching, giving an air of finality instead of encouraging teachers to conduct classroom research on how to improve instruction and find better or alternative approaches beyond those suggested by the established best practice experts.  For example, what if something better than literature circles surfaces in the secondary English classroom?  Does this mean that literature circles are no longer “best” in favor of this new approach? Organizational psychologists Bruce Hoag and Cary Cooper caution against such “finished” teaching in favor of even more innovative instruction, advocating for the question “What is possible?” rather than “What is someone else doing?” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Best_practice  1).  Maja Wilson thinks along the same lines, saying, “the word promising offers the possibility of exploration.  The question would no longer be, ‘Are you following best practice?’ but ‘Are you exploring, discovering, and creating practices with promise?’”  (xxii). Although advocates of best practice may actually advocate that new, more promising practices can be created, they may not realize that by drawing on state standards and “scientific research” in order to justify certain instructional practices, they give their practices a “finished” quality, not necessarily encouraging teachers to “explore, discover, and create” as Wilson describes
.

There exists a final concern with best practice:  that it often fails to differentiate between best practice methods and mental processes. As stated previously, with some best practices, there is a discrepancy between a Taylorist “formula for success” (i.e. “Do the “best” methods—Writing Workshop, authentic assessment, Literature Circles, and your classroom will succeed”) and a teacher’s more general, progressive mental processes (such as a commitment to self-awareness, flexibility, and reflective teaching).  Certainly, best practice methods such as Writing Workshop have been considered to be successful through research in specific classrooms, but such research typically does not explore how a teacher’s own mental processes (such as reflection) have contributed to the overall success of these “best” methods. 

This difference, between methods and mental processes, is often overlooked in favor of quick solutions.  For example, in Best Practice:  Today’s Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools,  Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde use an “increase/decrease” table to advocate for certain methods—not mental processes -- for teachers, recommending that the teacher “increase time for independent reading” and “decrease exclusive emphasis on whole-class or reading-group activities” (77). Certainly some teachers have found that methods such as increasing independent reading will help students to become more literate; however, a teacher that fails to reflect on how to actually execute this independent reading time in the classroom—and revise the method in the future-- might not necessarily ensure a student’s success with this strategy.  To illustrate, a teacher intent on a formulaic use of best practice could try to increase independent reading in her class and find a group of students who are off-task and uninterested. If this teacher is indeed non-self-reflective, a few things could happen:  first, she could cancel independent reading without revising her methods to ensure that her students to read successfully.  Second, the students could become disinterested and frustrated as well and dismiss independent reading entirely.  On the other hand, it is entirely possible that a teacher who utilizes mental processes such as reflection could try independent reading in his class and, after considering how the activity met or failed the teacher’s expectations, and making needed changes for future use, succeed in fostering meaningful literacy for his students.  Gambrell and Mazzoni aptly stress the teacher’s need to “bring principles into practice in a meaningful way for his or her particular community of learners” (13).  It could be argued, then, that a teacher’s own mental processes such as reflection could help a teacher develop more contextualized, user-specific best practice techniques such as literature circles and authentic assessment. 

The importance of questioning and reflection have been articulated by other researchers.  Bussis, Chittenden and Amarel assert that teachers improve their craft when they are “engaged in ‘personal exploration, experimentation, and reflection’” (Richardson 104).  Vinz argues that “[engaging] in active questioning and reflection,” teaching with a “spirit of inquiry” instead of “following…a recipe” are all successful parts of teaching. Vinz maintains that reflection gives teachers a “distinct opportunity for the development of insights about teaching” and helps teachers “rethink…assumptions and beliefs.” [PAGE #]  Janet Alsup also advocates that teachers reflectively inquire about their craft, “[asking] questions and then [searching] for answers in their own classrooms…basing practice on close observation and reflection.”  Alsup affirms that “teacher thinking and problem solving should be highly valued, especially when it leads to positive change” (73).  

While acknowledging concerns with best practice and recognizing the value of certain mental processes such as reflection, it is probable that actual best practice methods are being prioritized over the mental processes that accompany their successful execution—and in this disconnect between concrete methods and mental processes lies the biggest shortfall of best practice instruction.  

Derrida and Best Practice


At this point, many concerns with best practice have been explored, including best practice’s alignment with progressive principles yet ironically recognizable relationship with Taylorism, the justification of best practice methods using Taylorist means, the implications of best practice’s “end-of-the-road” approach and the difficulty in separating best practice methods from more important mental processes.  Mary Klages articulates that with Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, one looks for “binary pairs of oppositions—things that are supposed to stay neatly on their own side of a slash.” 
In recognizing the progressive roots of best practice and Taylorism, and finding that elements of these seemingly opposite phenomena do not “stay neatly on their own side…”, the structure of best practice has been deconstructed.  Jacques Derrida would argue that at this point, one could discard the entire structure, saying that it’s of no use, and attempt to construct another, perfect structure—one that doesn’t have “inconsistencies” (http://www.colorado.edu/English/courses/ENGL2012Klages/1997derridaB.html 1).  It is impossible, however, to build such a structure, as all are flawed—and will thus deconstruct-- in one way or another.


Claude Levi-Strauss offers another option:  to continue to utilize the structure of best practice, but “to recognize it’s flawed.”  For Derrida, this means that one must not recognize the structure of best practice as an unquestioned truth, but instead, “to see that system as a system, as a construct, as something built around a central idea that holds the whole thing in place, even though that central idea…is flawed or even an illusion” (http://www.colorado.edu/English/courses/ENGL2012Klages/1997derridaB.html 1).


Derrida uses the word “bricolage” to describe operating within a flawed system—the ability for a person to use “what’s there to get a particular job done” (http://www.colorado.edu/English/courses/ENGL2012Klages/1997derridaB.html 1).  Drawing on the concept of “tinker toys,” Klages explains the concept of bricolage:

Even though I may not have a complete set, and some of the parts are broken or don’t fit together any more, I don’t throw out the whole set and buy a new one (or a set of Legos); I keep playing with the tinker toys, and I can even incorporate things that aren’t from the original tinker toy set (such as legos, or alphabet blocks, or soup cans) to make what I want to make.  That is bricolage. (1)

In our case, a “bricoleur” could be an informed, intentional teacher—one who utilizes best practice methods while aware of their potential shortcomings, drawing on other methods or philosophies as different classroom situations present themselves. There is support for such bricolage;  Sprinthall, Reiman and Sprinthall emphasize Huberman’s 1991 study of teachers, which found that good teachers, labeled as “positive focusers,” did not really participate in “schoolwide innovations” such as inservices, but rather “tinkered” – a word that connotes flexibility and, of course, bricolage -- within the walls of their own classrooms [PAGE #].   

Returning to the “Flawed” System of Best Practice, and Exploring Other Options
In recognizing the many contradictions 
and flaws of best practice methods, yet not completely discarding the “system” of best practice, it is essential to recognize that the difference between best practice methods and mental processes helps to explain how exemplary teaching does not always necessitate the use of specific pre-determined best practice methods, just as the use of best practice methods does not always result in exemplary teaching.  Instead, exemplary teaching relies on a bricolage of methods that respond to a variety of classroom factors.  Thus, the simple, rote use of best practice is simply not enough for exemplary teaching.  But this shortfall of simple best practice must be explored further.  How can we know, for example, that a teacher’s own methods utilize bricolage, going beyond formulaic use?  What external clues can serve as evidence of essential mental processes such as reflection? At this point, Bruce Joyce and Beverly Showers, authors of Student Achievement Through Staff Development, provide a helpful continuum of “levels of transfer” that describes a range of ways—from elementary to advanced-- that teachers employ their specific practices (102).  This continuum can be applied to English teaching, and of course runs the risk of becoming a prescriptive gauge for teaching ability; however, the continuum can serve as a flexible tool, a lens, a way to closely examine how teaching methods are employed.

Applying Joyce and Showers’ Continuum to English Teaching
At the bottom of Joyce and Shower’s continuum is Level One, known as “imitative use.”  Imitative use is known to be exact replication of lessons that teachers have observed in a given setting, with imitations of these lessons only in that given setting.  For example, if a teacher were using a method at the first level, she may have learned how to use clustering as a way to help students prewrite as part of Writing Workshop for a writing assignment, and would only use clustering with this assignment during every academic year.  Level Two is labeled “mechanical use” or “horizontal transfer,” and represents a teacher’s ability to apply certain strategies to other, very similar situations.  For the teacher employing the clustering method, this could mean deciding to try clustering for a memoir writing assignment, too, but with little variation in the instruction, guiding students through the activity in the same exact way as before.  Known as “routine use,” Level Three occurs when “certain activities, types of lessons, and objectives become identified with specific models of teaching.”  For example, the teacher may decide to use clustering for the “specific model” of prewriting with all writing assignments, but may not consider alternatives to clustering that could also work.  Joyce and Showers say that a Level Three level of transfer could also be signified as the failure of “curriculum objectives” to be “thought of in other than a lower-order, concrete fashion.”  Thus, in this example, a teacher could see clustering as an activity solely for prewriting and nothing else.  Moving higher on the continuum, Level Four is known to be “integrated use.”  Joyce and Showers report that in Level Four, “the proportion of imitative to innovative, subject-specific use has become quite small.”  For instance, the teacher could use clustering in integrated ways similar to bricolage, such as having students cluster their responses to each other’s writing not only as a prewriting strategy but also as a peer-review strategy, yet still not understand why clustering works for certain students or when such a strategy might be most appropriate for classroom use.  Finally, Level Five, or “executive use,” is known to be “a complete understanding of the theories underlying the various models learned, a comfortable level of appropriate use for varieties of models of teaching, and the ability to select specific models and combinations of models for objectives within a unit as well as across subject areas.”  This may mean, then, that a teacher would know that Gabriele Rico created the concept of clustering as a way to wed brain research and writing instruction, would understand this brain research and, in turn, comprehend why the clustering technique is effective for certain students, ultimately using this information to help guide the appropriate use of clustering in the future.  This teacher would also understand the underlying theory and suitable use of alternative methods and feel comfortable choosing from an array of techniques in order to arrive at exemplary instruction (102). It seems that the teacher could even disagree with some of Rico’s findings and not completely embrace the concept of clustering altogether, but, using the act of bricolage, “tinker” with clustering for a variety of classroom tasks.  Figure _____________ illustrates this range of instruction [INSERT FIGURE _______].

Other Models of Transfer

______Berliner has also explored a broader concept of the idea of transfer.  He articulates that teachers improve their craft in a series of stages:  novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, and, lastly, expert.  Hammerness et al report on Berliner’s theory, saying that according to Berliner, 

teachers progress from learning the basic elements of the task to be performed and accumulating knowledge about learning, teaching, and students to making conscious decisions about what they are going to do, reflecting on what is working based on their experience, and, ultimately, at the expert level (Stage 5), sensing the appropriate responses to be made in any given situation.  (380)

Practices as well as Ideals
Although Joyce and Showers do not articulate as such, it is possible to apply their continuum when considering not only specific teaching practices, but larger approaches such as teaching concepts and philosophies.  For example, a more imitative use of a concept such as student choice could mean that a teacher encourages students to choose a genre for a writing assignment without more executive, or expert, use, such as being familiar with the philosophies of Nancie Atwell, who would advocate for student choice in other areas of the classroom as students choose their own texts for a reading workshop.

Returning to Reflection While Considering Levels of Transfer
The ideas of Joyce and Showers as well as Berliner help to illustrate a range of application of teaching approaches, from formulaic to flexible, and even seem to allow for the bricolage for which Derrida advocates. Examining this continuum further, reflection seems to be a key factor as teachers move from one level of transfer to another.

The constant questioning and reflection that come with such movement are not articulated specifically in Joyce and Showers’ continuum but are mentioned by Berliner. This affirmation of the value of questions and reflection for teachers suggests that they are necessary components of any informed, intentional use of best practice methods. Used flexibly, not formulaicly, the ideas of Berliner as well as Joyce and Showers can help us to look for external indications of  mental processes such as reflection.

Going Further:  Meta-Reflection
While reflection plays an important part in the mental processes that are part of Joyce and Showers’ levels of transfer, it falls short of being the ultimate answer for meaningful instruction.  With the wealth of factors as play in any teaching life—from class size to student preference to learning abilities to socioeconomic status to state-mandated standards to relevant research to who-knows-what-else, the word reflection seems disappointingly flat and two-directional, similar to merely looking at oneself in the mirror to check the fit of a skirt.  Thus, something is still missing:  a teacher’s own awareness of these valuable mental processes.  This added awareness, known as meta-reflection, isn’t the flat mirror of the basic dressing room; instead, it is the more sophisticated department-store collection of mirrors, not just allowing one to check the fit of a skirt, but allowing one to see oneself checking the fit of the skirt.  In other words, it is not just a teacher’s reflection but her own reflection on her reflection—and her commitment to reflection on how to reflect more effectively—that has great value. Such awareness is crucial; how else can one see his or her own teaching strategies, reflect on how they succeed or fall short, accept, revise, and “tinker” with these methods, perhaps as a bricoleur,  know that such strategies have been improved through such self-awareness, and continue to improve intentionally through further awareness, without it? Thus, meta-cognition, or, rather, meta-reflection—an awareness of these mental processes—is a part of effective, intentional instruction that goes beyond the ideas of Joyce and Showers and Berliner. 
From Meta-reflection to Praxis: Exploring Values and Implications


At this point, it should be emphasized that teaching is—and always has been-- situated in historical, cultural, and political acts, and Paulo Friere’s insights on meta-reflection are no exception.  Friere describes meta-reflection in his description of liberatory, “problem-posing” education, saying that such education “epitomizes the special characteristic of consciousness; being conscious of, not only as intent on objects but as turned in upon itself…consciousness as consciousness of consciousness…” (79). In such “turned in” awareness lies meta-reflection.

According to Freire, with such consciousness of consciousness come more marxist political implications—implications that do not simply address how to “best” teach.  Instead, Freire desires that students also participate in such meta-reflection, becoming teachers as teachers become students, “taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach” (80).  This two-way teaching relationship, at first glance, seems to resemble the Progressivism of best practice advocates with their desire to “[turn] the traditional transmission-model classroom upside down” (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde 201).  However, with Freire’s description of meta-reflection and teacher/student dialogue also comes “conscientization”—a responsibility on both the teacher and student to understand their own political situation—be it wealth or poverty, oppressor or oppressed—and, in response, fix what is broken in both the classroom and in the world.  Certainly such awareness of status and action as a result is in direct conflict with the capitalism-based scientific management theories of Taylor; this awareness also conflicts with the Progressive ideas of Dewey, who supported a more capitalist, citizen-producing, industry-based school.  And such “conscientization” is never mentioned, or even implied, in best practice literature or a continuum describing levels of transfer.  But Freire’s attention to meta-reflection paired with action brings about a helpful term, praxis, to journey beyond “executive” or “expert” use.


Freire recognizes that this praxis, praxis based on reflection and meta-reflection and action, ultimately “remakes” education into a process, not a product, into something beyond a “best” practice.  He states that using praxis



Affirms women and men as beings who transcend themselves, who move 

forward and look ahead, for whom immobility represents a fatal threat, for whom looking at the past must only be a means of understanding more clearly what and who they are so that they can more wisely build the future.  Hence, it identifies with the movement that engages people as beings aware of their incompletion… (84)
In such aware “incompletion,” in this journey of “moving forward and looking ahead,” Friere recognizes the not-yet-complete, always imperfect structure that is teaching, but, as the ultimate bricoleur, uses praxis to provide direction, toward building new, more profound meaning.  Through Friere’s bricolage, praxis is given direction and purpose.

Donald Murray and Praxis (NOT SURE ABOUT THIS SECTION—DELETE or INCLUDE IN ANOTHER CHAPTER PERHAPS??)
Donald Murray hints at the idea of praxis in his essay titled “Teach Writing as Process Not Product.”   Murray’s suggestion that teachers “teach unfinished writing, and glory in its unfinishedness” (4) is similar to Friere’s emphasis on “incompletion.” Friere’s “conscientization”  is echoed by Murray, who writes about the “ethical decisions” that writing involves: 

This is not a question of correct or incorrect, of etiquette or custom.  This is a matter of far higher importance.  The writer, as he writes, is making ethical decisions.  He doesn’t test his words by a rule book, but by life.  He uses language to reveal the truth to himself so that he can tell it to others.  It is an exciting, eventful, evolving process” (4).

Although Murray’s process-based model stops short of Friere’s social justice emphasis, its focus on “unfinishedness” contextualizes the journey of teaching in the field of English education as well.

Introducing Reorientative Praxis


At this point, the word reorientative is a helpful adjective that describes praxis.  Reorientative accounts for the “moving forward” that Friere describes—a concept that implies travel.  There are state-mandated tests to be passed, practitioner texts to read and employ, classroom management issues to be addressed, individual learning needs to be accommodated. The list goes on, and if teaching is a journey, many classroom factors serve as part of the trip, influencing the direction one may go. While on this journey, a teacher must reorient herself, consistently answering to such factors with fresh orientation, with newly-transformed attitudes and beliefs and approaches, asking herself, “Where have I been?  Where am I going?  Where am I now?”

Reorientative Praxis:  A Working Definition
Reorientative praxis is meta-reflection that accounts for—and is directed by—the multitude of factors a teacher may encounter in the process-based, incomplete journey that is teaching, ultimately seeking a transformation of consciousness—and life-- for herself, her students, and their world through this approach. 

Arriving at Reorientative Praxis
This study aims to examine exemplary English teachers’ practices closely in the hope that new discoveries about the origin, development and utilization of reorientative praxis can be made.  In order to do so, this study will utilize the ideas of Berliner and Joyce and Showers, examining the levels of transfer of certain teaching beliefs and teaching practices.  This study will also consider factors that help and hinder such transfer of knowledge.  Since reorientative praxis goes beyond the idea of executive or expert teaching, this study will go beyond simply considering levels of transfer and address specific ways that exemplary English teachers have succeeded or fallen short of utilizing reorientative praxis.  Then, in considering these successes and shortfalls, the study will return to information about ways that teachers have been helped or hindered as they adopt certain beliefs and practices, ultimately hoping that this information can also be transferred—applied—as the study examines ways that exemplary English teachers can utilize reorientative praxis more fully.  

(THE SECTION BELOW NEEDS TO BE INCORPORATED INTO SECTIONS ABOVE, SINCE I AM NOW EXAMINING FACTORS THAT HELP/HINDER TRANSFER OF KNOWLEDGE)
Professional Development and Levels of Transfer
Encouraging executive use of certain methods or teaching beliefs cannot boil down to a Taylorist prescription to attend a day-long, off-site teacher inservice, read a stack of practitioner books, or write a research paper.  In fact, Ruth Vinz expresses frustration with this traditional, research-based “inservice” approach, articulating suspicions “when someone advocates improving teacher capacity as if it could be gained through a healthy dose of cod liver oil…” (127). Recognizing many beliefs about professional development, this study will likely examine its relationship with exemplary English teachers’ use of reorientative praxis.

Personal Experience
It may also be possible that a teacher’s past experiences influence reorientative praxis and the resulting teaching practices.  Ruth Vinz cites the importance of personal experience when she acknowledges the “ghosts” that haunt teaching methods.  She states that “what we saw, heard, appreciated, or resisted in our own school experiences with teachers must have an effect on our beliefs and practices” (5).  Vinz even describes these “beliefs and practices” as undoubtedly historical, “comprised by the stock of experiences that informs it,” and emphasizes that all of teachers’ past experiences—including how teachers themselves have been taught-- contribute to their own understanding of the craft.  Including in her list of past experiences “what the teachers learned from other teachers, what those other teachers learned from their experiences, and what has been appropriated from others,” Vinz emphasizes the hybridity and social nature of teacher knowledge, and asserts that “teaching engenders a continual contestation beyond teachers’ present and future knowledge---challenging, mixing, testing and ultimately transgressing what the teacher knows ‘how to do’ or has ever done before” (168).  This study will clarify how  past influences—a teacher’s own school experiences, teaching observations, college courses, and mentors, for example—inform exemplary language arts teacher’s present use of reorientative praxis in their classrooms.

Other Possibilities
Aside from professional development and past influences, there may be further discoveries to consider when examining a teacher’s use of reorientative praxis. Being qualitative in its origin, this study will closely examine other factors related to a teacher’s use of reorientative praxis and subsequent methods.

Research Questions
This study will investigate four key questions:

· Keeping Joyce and Showers’ continuum in mind, in what ways do  exemplary English teachers’ practices and beliefs transfer to other areas of classroom teaching? 

· As teachers transfer such practices and beliefs, what mental processes, such as reflection, accompany such transfer? 

Various tools will be helpful as I answer this question. Joyce and Showers’ continuum runs the risk of a more standardized, less qualitative assessment; however, utilizing the spirit of the continuum (i.e. are the practices and beliefs transferred more imitatively than executively?) can help me to examine such practices and beliefs closely.  This continuum also enables me to examine external indicators that indicate essential mental processes (i.e. reflection) that accompany the movement of practices throughout the continuum.  As articulated above, mental processes such as reflection, though important, do not necessarily equal reorientative praxis.  Thus, it is important to ask two more essential questions: 

· How do exemplary English teachers succeed in, and fall short of, employing reorientative praxis?
· What factors contribute to the success and hindrance of reorientative praxis?
In order to help teachers move toward reorientative praxis, we must examine both the successes and shortfalls of this ideal—how reorientative praxis manifests itself—and fails to manifest itself--in the lives of these exemplary English teachers.  Further, in order to encourage the use of reorientative praxis, we must examine ways that certain factors including, but not limited to, teacher training, teaching environments, and administrative pressures can influence reorientative praxis.
Overview of Chapters  
Titled Reorientative Praxis:  Methodology, Chapter Two utilizes current qualitative research recommendations to describe the research methodology for the classroom research component of this study.  Included in this methodology is a sound rationale for various aspects of the research design, including subject selection, data analysis, and communication of the study’s findings.

Chapter Three, titled Setting the Stage, describes each subject’s context, including his or her journey into the teaching profession, involvement with the National Writing Project, and general teaching factors, such as brief descriptions of teaching style.

Utilizing the data provided by the review of literature as well as the classroom research component of this study, Chapter Three, titled Transferring _______, will consider where three exemplary English teachers’ practices and beliefs fall on Joyce and Showers’ continuum.


Also utilizing the data provided by the review of literature as well as the classroom research component of this study, Chapter Four, titled Mental Processes, will examine the mental processes that accompany the movement of teachers’ beliefs as they move through Joyce and Showers’ continuum.  

Continuing to utilize data provided by the review of literature as well as the classroom research component of this study, Chapter Five, titled Successes and Failures:  Reorientative Praxis, will consider how reorientative praxis manifests itself—and fails to manifest itself—in the lives of exemplary English teachers.

Finally, using data from the literature review and classroom research component of the study, Chapter Six, titled Moving Forward, examines ways that various factors influence exemplary teachers’ use of reorientative praxis, and arrives at recommendations for [?] …..

As Ruth Vinz states, “who will have the knowledge for ‘enhancing the capacity of all teachers’?  Will the responsibility for ‘professionalizing’ teachers be kept out of their hands?” (127). By focusing on real teachers, their educational contexts, and data based on real perspectives (rather than syllabi, standardized test scores, or national surveys), I hope that this teacher-focused study—a study that relies on many of the experiences of, and influences on, exemplary secondary English teachers—can “reorient” teachers on their own terms and, as a result, change the classrooms of teachers and students alike.

� John Taylor Gatto’s Underground History of American Education (2001) led me to Dewey’s essay and emphasis on the Gary Plan.





�Double space all quotes and indent only to the first paragraph indentation


�The logic of this sentence needs a bit of  work.


�So is this sentence/idea a criticism of the previous sentence?  It sounds like it should be, but that isn’t clear.


�Nice point


�This phrase does not carry out the logic of the sentence.


�You have just given a long list of Dewey-like strategies, so this conclusion doesn’t seem to fit the evidence of the paragraph.


�This is confusing because several objects in the list are not at all “Taylorist.”


�So do the dilemmas in Deweys thought persist into the present?  How are they the same and different? Can you be a little more specific?


�Would “survey” be a better term?


�Well said.


�Maya’s formulation is extreme.  How about a sentence from you that puts it more precisely?


�?


�I don’t know if you want to say anything like this or not, but my own sense is that good teaching draws on the specific interests and passions of the teacher (going beyond their “mental processes”), as well as on the contexts of students and their lives.  I am thinking here perhaps more of curriculum than skill or strategy, but I still think this is an important point from which to think about that phrase “best practice.”  Does “thematic” instruction come up anywhere in “best practice”?


�One looks for them, and then undoes them…


�Seems to me your emphasis has been on contradictions
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