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A GROUNDED THEORY STUDY OF
TEACHERS' DECISICH MAKING

¥

ABSTRACT

s Yargely a function of

Appropriate teacher behavior appears i
teachers' thinking and, particularly, their decision meking: Interactive
decision making (IDM) is a subset referring to teachers’' seélection and
rejection of alternative courses of action during instruction, Previous
research indicates teachers report making interactive decisions when
their plans are disrupted. This study generated hypetheses about teachers' .

" IDM using the grounded theory approach--an inductive system for §éﬁéi;£iﬁ§
interrelated hypotheses grounded in the empirical. Twelve elementary
. teachers conducted lessons in their classroom and recorded them on audio-
tape. Within 48 hours of the lesson, these teachers were iﬁtéfviéﬁéa'using
transcribed: Ideational units were compared and contrasted, categories
- were constructed, and hypotheses géﬁéfatéd—';aiij followed by numerous . ‘
returns t§ the data where categories and then hypotheses were revised
using the constant comparative technique. Three hypotheses were fg’éhé?étéd:
Teachers’ IDM is embedded in classroom learning activities; teachers’
intention during interactive teaching is to move learning activities

-

forward to completion, and this intention is sipported by IDM routines.

A concluding discussion points to learning activities as mediators of
the structural tension between unlimited subject matter and Timited

time. Implications for the implementation of curricular innovations

he ]

are then suggested: - i ;




A_GROUNDED_THEORY STUDY OF
TEAGHERS' DECISION MAKING

_Walter C. Parker
Nathalie J. Gehrke
It is clear that the largely beHavioral process-product re%earich,v
for all its contributions to ;éSééFéh on teaching; is conceptually
limited. It tells us much about effective teaching behaviors, but
little about their implementation--little about how teachers might

apply those behaviors in daily classroom ]ifef?‘
Classroom research derived from the ecological perspective (Doyle, 1977),

has made it very clear that classrooms are fluid; complex social systems in
' wiﬁe_ﬁ there is no "one best way" for® teachers to behave. Teachers need
“a wide variety of behaviors which can be used as appropriate==with these,

not those students; at this, not that times with these; not those circum-
Stéhtés= Appropriate teacher behavior, it has been proposed, is a function
ef teacher's thinking (Clark & Yinger, 1977) and, particularly, their

decision making (Medley, 1981; Shavelson, 1973). According to Shavelson,

There is no “correct" teaching act for (a particulav)

. situation. A teacher may possess a full range of 5
. teaching skills, but if he is unable to determine those

situations in which a particular skill or subset of skills
is appropriaté, the consequences of his blindly carrying
out these skills alone may not be those intended (1981, p.3).

A subset of teachers' decision making is their interactive decision.

making (Clark & Y%ﬁger, 1977). This refers to decisions teachers make .
during, as opposed to before and after, insfcructiq‘p. Interactive
‘decision making (IDM) is that cognition which results in teachers’



on-the-spot selection of particular téachihg_behéviéré. It is the process
of selecting and rejecting alternative courses of action during-iﬁsifué-
tion. Among the more interesting research Findings on teachers' IDM is
that ‘Wwhich 1inks it to preactive decision making. Teachers seem to
formulate preactively images (Morine-Dershimer, 1978-79) WEiéﬁ/éié

carried into the interactivg phase of téaéhiﬁg as mental scripts for
: instruction. They are usually played out until they or the time avail-
able end (Joyce, 1978-79). Teachers generally report making interactive
.decisions only when théiﬁ'imagés are disrupted--when the lesson is
perceived to be going poorly (Clark & Joyce, 1975; Peterson & Clark, 1978). .
Many questions pegéfgé about the function of teachers' IDM. Why
does it seem to appear only when teachers' images are disrupted? Is it
not occurring at other times? Or, does it occur unnoticed? Is more 10M
better than less? Do more effective teachecﬁgexhibitwdifférént 1DM

a grounded theory study of teachers' I1DM was undertaken.
Procedurs
Advanced by sociologists Glaser and Strauss (1967) and employed in
a number of education ﬂiééé?féfibﬁsﬂ(ﬁhdé?séh; 1983; B;umgértnér:Papageorgjbn,

1983: D'Lamater, 1975; Janke, 1982; Kangwanshirathada; 1983; Kitchens, 1983;

[

‘Thompson, 1978); the grounded theory approach is an inductive system for

generating interrelated hypotheses grounded, or based, in theempirical.

In générai;vbefore any hypotheses are defined; data are collected, coded,
and arranged into theoretical concepts (categories) and the elements of
these concepts {properties). Then, an analysis of these categories and
their pfbﬁéifféé is made to develop working hypotheses and provide

%
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‘stages of data collection and analysis follow; in which later data
are collected and compared with the tentative categories and hypo-

san has produced a condition that Glaser and Strauss call “saturation"--
when terminology has been established; modification of the categories
arid properties has decreased, and interrelationships have been identified.

Piblished studies, sich as those by Browning (1978), Conrad (1978), -

[ 3

Browning (1981) each describe the constant comparative method of aiternate
data collection and analysis. R | |

To generate hypotheses in this study, twelve inservice teachers
were drawn randomly from the elementary teachers of a suburban Denver
school district. They conducted a lesson of their choosing in their
. matural classrooms and recorded the lesSon on auQiotape;' Within 48
hours of the lesson, the teichers were interviewed using the stimulated-
‘recall.technigue (Bloom; 1953; 1954; Tuckwell, 1980). During the |
interviews; teachers were asked to replay the recording of their
lesson, to stop the tape each time-they remembered making a decisions
and to describe in detail that decision point. These interviews were;
An turn, recorded on audiotape and later transcribed.

The interview protocols were then analyzed: Similarities and differ-
ences in ideational units were jdentified, compared; and ééhtFaStéd; fﬁgh;
categories were identified and, from these, hypotheses generated. The

* first round of data analysis was followed by returns to the protocols



to compare and contrast ideational units, identify additional cétégé}%éé,”
'relmforce and modify previous categories; and substant1ate formatively |
the émérgjng hypotheses. This process continued until the categor1es
approached saturation. At that point, hypotheses were again revised

and are presented below:

Hzgothéses
study of these protocols are discussed: Each was derived from
. numerous returns to the data and categories; and; as is the case

“with all hypotheses,each is tentative.

Hypothesis #1. Teachers' IDM is embedded in classroom learning
_activities. By "embedded;" we mean that teachers’ IDM is situated
. Within, shaped by; and given meaning by learning aetivﬁtiés. By
. "]earn1ng act1v1ty," we are referr1ng to the "means by which teachers

309-10).

Initial categorization placed teachers' IDM into two predominant
tatégéfiés subject matters related IDM versus classroom management-
related IDM;: The former iht]Udéd statements like, "I made a decision
to connegt the reading with what they do 4in our labs, to try to £ind
the main ideas.” The 1atteriiﬁ¢1uaéa statements 1ike; “___wéé playing
around with ___ under the table, so I chose to have her read the para-
graph so she'd be more invelved." However, tni$ distinction was
deceiving. . itl65FU§ééEéa their common ground. Content-related and
management-related I1DM appeared to be discrete cogn1t1ons or in some

manner - opp051t1ona1 only when stripped of their context: the 1earn1ng

4




activity at hand. Virtually all of the IDM repcrted by the teachers
in our sample was defined by the present learning activity. A few.
. excerpts should illustrate the point. ? |

1. One teacher was hav1ng students take turns read1ng from a

science text. Typical of the sorts of decisions reported by this

teacher were:
a) "I quess there was a décis{bn; to continue (with thé) reading
I guess I d said whatever I had tec say to c]arwfy what s1ng1e ce]]edr
animals were, and then I wanted to go onto the next point; ﬂ
b) “ _ has got a speech problem, and I made:a decision to have
her say the word over again."
c) "I (ﬂééﬁaéa té}‘W??té Sn the board::.l wanted to show them how
cells divide and reproduce:"
d) “I make a decision each time I choose a kid to read.. :I.called
on __. 1 don't remember why."
e) "0k; I called 6n.jj~_yé5té?day; he was one of the kids who was
able to say the big words.:.So; when I called on him again, I

f1gured he could say it."

L]
_ 1

)"They didn't know what it meant; so I had to re-read the paragraph;..
: é) "I didn't think they were undefétanding what had been read, so by
_asking them to say it again, (I was) asking them to be accountable
for something." )
h) "I made a decision to ask them to tell me what __ had just read:
I was looking for comprehension of what she read because it was

a long part, and they might fall asleep:""




2. Anothei teacher was at the board explaining the concept, bar

a) "There was a decision. Originally, whi I went up (to the

Then, I decided that I would probably keep them with me better if
we did something that s more interesting to them, so right there
I quickiy changed to cars and their cost." |

b) "There, 1 had to take time out to say something to get them
calmed down."* -

c) "Again, because of the subject we were talking about, they got
excited, excited about the cars and how much they cost:_ And, in
order to keep a hold on it, 1 decided to take the time to say;
'That's riot what we are going to do, people.'”

d) "We were going nowhere. The kids were so far off (on their

guesses about the cost of cars): I mean; they had everything
from 2 milljon to 8 thousand. So, I decided to say, 'Oks let's
see if you have a better idea of the cost of cars you know more

about:::and see if we can some up with something a little more

rationale:
e) “There was a decision to get (from students) a nice diversity
in prices so that they would have to really think about how to
figire the bar graph...l was trying to make it hard enough so that
they would get an idea of how to do it when they have to do the

"

one next week.

As these excerpts reveal, interactive decisions are embedded .in

the academic as well as the organizationaljmariagerial features of learning .. -




“compelled by virtue of the academic and managerial naturé of the

activities. The teachér leading the text=based stience lesson was

.

activity to make decisions related to illustrating key ideas on -the

board, deciding who would read next; deciding when to repeat passages;

_and deciding how to enforce the norms inherent in an activity of this

sort (e.g., listening to one another read). The second téaché(

likewise had to make academic and ‘managerial decisions that were

interdependent. Her decisions, however, were embedded in an oral
question and éﬁéWék'ééEi?iiy about bar grapns and car costs; consequently,
she was ébmpé11éd to make decisions about sciibiting'rathér;than givin§
prices, about how to solicit "rational® responises, how to raise their
iterest "in graphs; and how to make the graphing practice sufficiently
difficult: § | - ’

The:defininé atiribute; q? 1earning.ac%ivity appear to be L

subject matter, student thinking processes, student responses, the

teacher's elciting behaviors, and the teacher's cognitive representa-

tions, or image, of the activity: The latter attribute, the teacher's

jmage of the activity, specifies the form of the ﬁiﬁéi 4 attributes:
The image of the first teacHer was students reading aloud from their

science tests when called upon, listening to one another; and com-

prehending the text material. This teacher selected teacher behavior

ot

that seemed to her likely to bring the image into reality. The second

. tedcher sought to realize her image of students being interested, yet calm,

while generating a "nice diversity" of "rational" prices in response

to sufficiently "hard" guestions aboul car costs and bar graphs.




Tt is evident in thé protocols that teachers' IDM is embedded

at the intersection of these attributes. For this reason; it was

a rare decision that cou]d be classified as re]at1ng primarily to one

k]

attribute or another. For examp]e dec151on (h) reported by the first

2

teacher contains all attributes. The samé is true of decision (€)
reported by the second teacher. /7 o

S
Hygptheslsg#ZT, Teachers intention during interactive teaching 1is

to fiove ]earn1ng act1V1t1es forward to comp]et1en, that is, to the fu]-
£i170Snt of the image; their IDM is the cognitive capital they bring -
- to bear gn this task. .

The‘category of IBM that matured with each return to the data

is what was eventually-called a "forward." A forvard is a decision’

»

to move the learning activity ahead, in time, to completion. A few .. -

excerpts will illusirate the category:
. Teacher #10. |
e have gone througn all our riles. After that, we went
"1nto passing out the write-ups frbm the expert group. ™I .
. guess t the decision there was to finish upfd1S€uSS1ng rules
and what we need to do in group, and then change to what we
do next...They have finished what they were doing, -and 1t is

time to go on with something:"

“"Erioigh had gotten themselves seated and the (write-ups)

K\

passed out to focus their attention on ééttiﬁé into what they had

to do. I was trying to says "When you are quiet, we W1]1 start
v ﬁ"The kids were comp]a1n1ng about the fact that they couldn t

read (the photocop1es of the write- ups), so we had to d1scuss

/ ¢

tl
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50 we could continue to the next phase

; Teacher #6.

Lt T o
what we could do--how we could work around that fact...1 very
simply said, 'Wel] th?s is the way it's geing to have to be T

*%

= dec1ded to go aﬂeund to the groups that were need1ng -more

ﬁ'e

he]p i hurry1ﬂg up and f1n1sh1ng up the WOrk '°They Wero need1ng

-»more«leadersh ip in solving their problems and gett1ng th1ngs done '

-~

K

. Teacher #4. N

-"] wWanted to get them bdck on. the topic r1ght ’there,and 50

;Ildééiaédfté call them back to animals ihstead of gorlllas

L o : hY ;
e"Theyrwere_going in dif%erent d1rect1ons and gett1ng farther

away from fe; and so I wanted thém to stick to the subgect and

N

stay with animals in our §rea. e

-"We had dwelled ‘Tong enough.on that and were not getting too
close, so I moved to redirect them, sticking to our topic a

little more.

"I had just Tooked at the clock and thought, man; I had better

get on with the, f11mstr1p It was a deéié?éh that I've just. §6t
to stop th15 conversat1on short and get on wWith the next th1na
—ene techn1que I use as a teacher is I personai1ze things a 10*

A quick dec1s1on here was to dec1de what I was gc1ng to do to

no quest1on3»asked::because I just d1dn;t have t1me. 50; I had -
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The large number of forwards in the interactive protocols reveals

- the prominence of the scarcity,of time in teachers' thinking: Scarce

-

time is apparently perceived as the chief threat to the realization of
teachers' images:

Hypothesis #3. Teachers' intention to move learning activities

‘fcrward tb‘compiétioh is édﬁﬁé?féﬂ by their aéEi§766-ﬁakiﬁg routines:

If a dec151on is the se1ect1on of an alternative from two or more
alternatives when confronted with some perce1ved need, then a decision-

ﬁék?ﬁé routine mighf be ébhsidéféa a EFeSéiected alternative generated

W1thout con51derat1on of a1ternat1ves when a need arises: Féf examp]e;

an advanced brgéhizer and.then take ro]l' another might routinely do the
FéVéFée; ﬁheh in tﬁé middle of a lea rn1ng act1v1ty, a teacher might

routinely refocus off-focus FeShéhSes or routinely indulge them. At the
end of a learning activity, a teacher might routinely check for under-

'stand1ng, give.a verbal summary, or say, "Ok. Enough for EBHay:T

fi,Bec1s1on-mak1ng routines apparent]y s1mp11fy the teaching act by redUC1ng

- interactive cognitive demands -

_The protocols indicate that decisions to move an activity forward
often fall into routines, and the forward réutines most often reported
in the protocols were those wh%cﬁ heiped teachers move through-the middle

1earn1ng act1v1ty—-that»1s ~when student th1nk1ng ‘and respond1ng were

' other than what. the 1mage ca11ed for. These routines appeared 1nva1uab1e

'8

- for mov1ng an act1v1ty fbrward Examples include:




1. Teacher #1: (reporting routine to refocus student responding):

"They're getting off the topic...They tend ta wander so much.
You have to pull them back and get them directed and focused or
you*bé lost them.

W] pepeat an awful Tot; and the decision (here) is to go back over

it so0 they kriow all the facts fresh, because. I am now getting .ready

y

to ask them the similarities-and-differences gquestion.”

(reporting routine of doing things in “threes"):

. oL Co P
"I always do things in threes: So; I said; 'Ok, (since you are .
fot sure of the answer) you're going to get three glesses."

4. Teacher #10 (reporting routines for getting around unexpected

~obstacles):
"We discussed how we could work around the fact that we couldn't
read it as well as perhaps we normally could: Then I said, 'Well,
this i§ the way 1t's going to have to'be..:That's the way hfe goes.'"
- '/,ﬂx was gaihg_afbaﬁa putting out brush%iré§.“
"So, we put it to a vote:"

5. Teacher 47 (reporting routine to keep students' attention):
"I tell them differently how to head their papers each time,
because I want them to be Tistening." A

6- Teacher #8 (reporting routine for calling on students .to respond):

"] try to.call on different levels of kids." i

11.




IDM routines seem to fall toward opposite ends of a semantic:
nonsemantic continuum (Bransford et al:; 1977). That is, while virtually
all routines are dédiééiéd to moving an ééiﬁifj forward; some elicit
from students the kind of thinking and responding that facilitates greater
inderstanding of the content while others seem concerned almost solely
with "getting the work deme." Some routines press for learmiing and
completion of the activity; others press just for completion: -

A fitting analogy may be that of two crass;iounﬁy travelers. Both
are traveling by automobile; and both want to arrive eventually on the
Wwest coast. Both feel the heavy hand of time and are inclined, therefore,
to trav§1 by interstate highway. However, there is a difference.
Traveling with one, you would rarely leave the interstate, and then only
gBFié?iy; " Traveling with the other; you would more often leave the
interstate to get to know the country: Leaving the expressway does not;
per se, take the driver and companion off Focus, for they are still
heading west, but it provides them an opportuniffAtb achieve something
beyond a surface (nonsemantic) understanding of' the territory. '

There might be two reasons Reither driver is 1ikely to leave the
expressway often. Onie is the reaﬁfy of 1gst time; and the other is the

risk of getting lost in the unknown countryside. The expressway is Better
known. and predictable; the side roads are not.

Only two of Eﬁé)féééﬁéf§ interviewed left the expressway often, and
it is interesting to note that bétﬁ had distinctive decision-making Foutifies
tﬁéy used to manage the side roads. One was the teacher who led the mapping-
the~-school activity: Rather than prbv%diﬁg direct instruction on maps and

map-making, she was engaging-the students in an experience-based; inquiry




activity. Less known to both teacher and students, this was a relatively
high-risk route. But, the teacher used routines to maintain student
'thiﬁgihg and responding withi~ the boundaries of her image and thus
keep the activity moving forwat:: First; using her "rule of threes,"
she initiated the activity with = rule routine iﬁvaiviﬁg the direct

instruction of three rules. Second, she uséd a routine during the map
work with which students were referred to the rules as needed.
~ The other teacher was leading an activity about Christmas in

Sweden and the United States: After showing a film; he led a question
and answer activity during which he wanted to elicit "complete responses”
from his students in which they would tell him the similarities and

differences between the two countries. Were he.solely an expressway

teacher, he would probably have shown the fili and “moved on," perhaps |
*~With a comfortable warksheet.routine. - However; this teacher wanted his

stiudents to engage in what he coﬁsidéréd‘fc be a higher order of thinking:

He wanted them to verbalize similarities and differences between: the

holidays in the two countries: His routine was to teach students to use

a response pattern he had learned in an inservice course. The pattern
helped them put their thinking into words; and their words into the complete
response he envisioned. Both teachers took time and risks to optimize
their students'.learning. They did this by implementing unusual learning ‘
activities éﬁhtaiﬁiﬁg decision-making routines with which the activities
were moved successfully to completion:

13.




Discussion
These grounded hypotheses strengthen the proposition that learning

activities.are the basic units of classroom 1nstruct1on Earlier thinking

that an objective was this unit has already been refuted by researchers
who found scant reference to it in teachers' planning or interactive
thinking (Morine, 19763 Peterson; Marx, and Clark, 1978; Yinger; 1979); N
The learning activity is now mae'] y considered "the basic treatment unit
in classrooms" (Doyle; 1983; 5.162) and "the basic s trictural unit of
planning and action in the classroon™ (Yinger; 1979; p:164): The

hypotheses generated 1n the present study extend this concept1on of

-1earn1ng activities by 1nc]ud1ng teachers' IDM as a derivative and central

feature; While much attent1on to learning activities thus far has

efiphasized the impact of the activity Qn'students; their thinking and
S _ products,..this_study proposes the salient -impact-of- --fﬁé -activity-on——— -

teachers. Teachers"IDM i§ rot someth1ng externa] and generic that

teachers carry into learning activities; rather; it 1§Wlocated within -

learning activities. Consequently; a teacher s créact1ve se]ection of

a learning activity is a fateful decision because it defines to an~

important degree that teacher s interactive cogn1t1on |

This 1ink Between IDM and learning activitiés appears te stem
part1cu]ar1y from the inherent conflict in- c]assroom 1nstruct1on between

44444411m3ted t1me and unlimited subject matter Soime sort ef med1at1on is

ineVitably needEd‘through which this structura].tegs1on is reduced.

a Learning activities, we are proposing, accomplish this mediation, and

IDM is the means by which teachers attempt to contro] them. In summary;

IDM is situational. Embedded in learning activities, it plays perhaps

53
vl
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the central role in interactive instruction by mediating the time/content
~conflict: | |
N I0M in learning activities appears to be highly routinized. It
777 Should be no surprise, therefore, that previous studies have found
that teachers report.interactive decisions only when their image of the
~learning activity is disrupted. These Findings.should not be interpreted
to mean that teachers are not making decisions except when their mental
scripts. are punctured; ié is more likely that their decision making 1is
‘throtghly routinized; and that they tend to report making decisions only ]
when the aééisidh-mékiﬁg process is brought into awarénesgé-when a
particular Eéyfiﬁé;%§ not. delivering the image (see Vinger; 1977).
Furtheriiore; because IDM during learning activit%@s.appears to be

routinized; it shéuiﬁvhct_bé,surprising that teachers seem rarely to leave
the "expressway" to meander where decision-making routines are less
crytallized. The risks accompanying leaving routinized aegﬁvitiés (the
risks of. time/content loss as well éérgfuaéﬁi misbehavior); render very
inderstandable teachers' relictance to leave their fried (if not so true)

activities. Leaving routinized activities is literally asking for
trouble. c

" OF course, this reluctance is unfortunate because less traditional
activities for which decision-making routines havé not been so widely

~ established are precisely what is needed for the successful impiehéhféiiéh
Vof many curriculum innovations. A Véidébié sort of inservice education
woild help teachers establish decision-making Faqiiﬁéé_ﬁéédéd'té conduct
iﬁﬁsva§i9é learning activities. In social studies, decision-making faatihgs'

are needed for leading open discussions of cahtrOVérSiaJ_issueé; in science;

15.




decision-making routines are needed for leading "process-oriented"
-science activities; in physical education, decision-making routines are
needed for leading activities which teach motor skills. Across subject :
areas; téaeﬁéfé need to éstabiish rbutihes for 1c :ding cancébﬁ-%afﬁafiaﬁ

ties. Routines are also needed.for 1ead1ng cr1t1ca1 th1nk1ng activities,

for achieving a fiore equitable distribution of student participation

in act1v1t1es, and for engag1ng students in problem-solving activities:
_Like the Eéééﬁéf above who managed sueééss%uiiy the map-making inquiry

Cactivity. by using her “three rules" Foutine; or the teacher who led a

cemp]ex sxm11ar1t1es and- d1fferences act1v1ty by utilizing a pract1ced

innovative activities while moving them toward completion.

Conclusion
This was the first grounded theory research study of téachers'

decision making dur1ng 1nstructibh Asvsuch, its theory-in-progress
s the first to be generated systemat1ea11y from data Whiié no

claim is made regarding the genera11zan1]1*y of the emerg1ng theory,

it prev1des a useful starting point for subsequent.researeh efforts.

Other grounded theory researchers might incorporate these hypotheses

as the intial, work1ng hypetheses in the1r studies, guiding their

data collection and ana1y51s meanwh11e quant1tat1ve researchers might

test these hypotheses in verification atud1es;
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