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CHAPTER I 

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Introduction 

In an era when reform ,efforts come and ga depending upon the 

prevailing trends in academia, interdisciplinary teaming has shown remarkable 

resiliency. A recent survey (Epstein and Maciver, 1990) indiicated that 42% of 

all students receive instruction from interdisciplinary t,eams sometime between 

the grades five through nine. This represents a 500% increase over the last 20 

years. A notable achievement, particularly when compared with the plethora of 

reforms that have come and gone with little effect over the same time span. 

As Erb (1989) observed , "During the past decade teaming has emerged 

as one of the few substantial reform concepts and practices with the capacity to 

transfarm the way schools operate for teachers and students" (p.13). This broad 

refarm movement reflects a confluence of ideas that theorists initiated in an 

effort to redefine both the scope and function of middle level education. 

Traditional junior high school: organization centers around the academic 

disciplines: social studies, mathematics, SCience, and language arts. Within 

this model the academic discipline serves as the focal point for organizing 

curriculum, scheduling, and personnel. 
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In most instances this design represents a diminutive replica of the local 

high school. By the' 1960's however, educators had begun to raise serious 

questions regarding the utility of the discipline based model. These educators 

insisted that middle level schools should engender a learning environment 

responsive to the needs 01 early adolescents. It was this campaign that brought 

about a reconceptualization of both the objectives and structural design 

common to junior high schools. Consequently, these reformers argued in favor 

of a developmentally appropriate pedagogy, calibrated to the psycho-social 

developmental level of the student. 

Yet. in order for this aim to come to fruition an entirely new model for 

school organization would have to be designed. This emergent paradigm 

would have to address two fundamental obstacles intrinsic to the conventional 

model. First, teachers organized into discipline-based departments have 

limited opportunities to discuss student concerns with the student's other 

teachers. Teachers who share a common discipline do not often share 

common students. In fact, this arrangement facilitates teacher discourse on 

subject matter to the exclusion of students. 

Thus, the first critical element of the new design required a cross­

disciplinary grouping of teachers. This would provide a forum for continuous 

dialogue regarding common students. It also by proximity provided the impetus 

for these discussions to occur. As Erb (1987) reported , "Teachers in 

[interdisciplinary] teams engage in more frequent discussions with colleagues 
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about instruction, students, and curriculum than those not so organized" (p.4). 

The second problem that required attention was the school's authority system or 

governing apparatus. Orthodox models utilize a top down, hierarchical 

approach to school governance. Policy decisions are made at the 

administrative level and communicated to teachers through staff meetinQls or 

inner school memos. Within this system, teachers, along with all other school 

personnel, have little input in the formul:ation of school policy. 

However, in order to effectively respond to individual student needs in 

any number of areas, Qlreater autonomy would have to be afforded to teachers 

with respect to decision making. Therefore, the traditional governing system 

would have to be alltered in two significant ways. Interdiscipilinary teamed 

teachers would have to be given more autonomy to set classroom rules, 

discipllinary procedures, grading po liciles , and other procedural matters specilfilc 

to their students. This chanQle poses obvious benefits; teachers who work with 

students everyday come to know them as individuals. 

The human dimension of education , as teachers are well aware, lis the 

relationship that develops between teachers and students. Administrators are 

often far removed from the day to day realities of the dassroom. Therefore, 

teachers are in a much better position to establish policies and procedures 

congruous to thelir own needs, and those of their students. Thus, team-centered 

autonomy is a central feature of teaminQl practice. Creating school 

environments r,esponsive to the needs of early adolescents also required a 



significant alteration of the administrative '9overning apparatus. This involved 

opening up the decision-making process for the formulation of policy at the 

building level. Decisions involving curriculum, intervention strategies, staff 

devellopment, and any other issues not directly relegated to the team, also 

required a more collaborative approach. Input from teachers, students, and aU 

other school personnel, is critical to this process. 

To summarize, the interdisciplinary team structure addresses two ar,eas 

neglected by the traditional model. The faculty is organized in a way that 

provides a support network for the student, a.nd given more authority with 

respect to decision making at both the team and building levels. While the 

proliferation of teaming arrangements would suggest positive results overall , 

clearJy different schools have experienced varying degrees of success with 

respect to implementation . Moreover, researchers have linked teaming 

effectiveness with the evolutionary development of teaming arrangements 

(George, 1982; George & Plodzik, 1989; Pickler, 1987). This evidence 

suggests that teams "evolve" or become a more useful educational tool over 

time. 

4 

Thus, determining those factors that are associated with team evolution is 

central to understanding why some teamed faculties experience more success 

than others. It is this research that offers the most possibilities for the 

improvement of current teaming arrangements. Staff development plays a 

significant role in the successful implementation of any reform initiative. Erb 

," 

..... 
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(1988) cautions, "As with any educat:ional innovation, team organization wlil l not 

succeed without adiequate staff development" (p.1). This warning underscores 

the importance of staff development when undertaking any far-reaching reform 

effort. Teacher attitudes toward teaming are also likely to have a significant 

impact on teaming effectiveness. Meaning, that our collective perceptions 

govern the way we operate within systems. Consequently, individual actions 

and reactions determine in large part how well syst,ems function . This study 

examines both of these important factors: inservice training and teacher 

attitudes toward teaming. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem to be investigated in this study is the relationship between 

professional development programs and teacher attlitudes toward 

interdisciplinary teaming. The study examined practitioner's perspectives on a 

number of teaming related issues. In an ,effort to provide the most 

comprehensive overview possible, attitudes toward both the product and 

process of teaming were investigated. Thus, the study proceeded into four 

broad areas of inquiry: school governance, school operations, instruction, and 

curriculum. 

Within these contexts teacher attitudes were assessed. The in service 

variable was partially controilled through purposeful sampling based on a 

predetermined selectlion criteria. Two groups were selected in part based on 

: ..... 
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the amount of teaminQi inservice they have completed. The intellView data 

obtained from both groups was compared to determine if staff development has 

a perceived effect on teacher attitudes toward interdisciplinary teaming. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of professional 

development programs on teacher attitudes toward teaming. Thus, the central 

focus of this study study was to answer two critical questions: "Is there a 

significant rel!ationship between inservice training and teacher attitudes?" and li1 

so, "What is the nature of this rel.ationship?" By ,examining these supposed 

interrelationships, we may better understand why some teamingi arrangements 

produce superior results .. 

Signlificance of the Study 

The results of this study should help further the improvement of middle 

level education in two important areas. Teachers implement educational theory 

into practice each day in classrooms across the country. Given the hi.gh 

mortality rate of most reform efforts, it is imperative that middle level educators 

from both a theoretical and practical background move forward in a spilrit of 

mutual cooperation. In essence, thils study seeks to add in some small 

measure, to the dialogue between theorists and practitioners. Teacher 

perspectives on teaming issues can provide an invaluable resource for the 
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continual evolution of teaming theory. Hence, thils study attempted to 

ameliorate the theory-practice nexus critical for the improvement of middle level 

,education. 

The second and most practical aspect of this study was to examine the 

role staff devellopment plays in shapling teacher attitudes toward teaming. 

Clearly, our attitudes have a great deal of influence on how we approach the 

business of educating children. Furthermore, teacher attitudes toward reform 

initiatives have a great deal to do with how they implement these initiatives 

classroom. So it is here that we seek to understand how teacher attitudes effect 

the way teams operate. These insights can provide the basis for the 

development of responsive inservice programs, capable of improving the 

quality of education provided by interdisciplinary teamed teachers. Erb (1988) 

suggests, ''Those planning staff development must not overloolk dealing with 

teacher affective concerns" (p.1). 

Conceptual Assumptlions 

All knowledge and subsequent action in response to thought, evolve 

from a reciprocal manipulation between perceptions and beliefs. We do not 

generally think about or respond to things because of what we know, by in large 

it is how we know that constructs our subjective worlds. This directs us to one of 

the central assumptions of this study: teacher attitudes have a significant impact 

on teaming practice. The reverse should also be stated here: experiences 

..... 
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related to teaming pract'ice have a significant impact on teacher attitudes. Thus, 

the nature of this study implies a reciprocity between these two forces. " ... there 

is no such thing as value-neutral action; teaching practices whether 

consci,ouslyor unconsciously chosen, are an expression at the beliefs held by 

the person" (Dobson & Dobson, 1983, p.20). 

Primarily it is this assumption that dictated the need for an in-depth 

exploration of attitudes, rather than an examination of observable phenomena. 

This required the use of an intervliew format, within which a number of issues 

could be freely discussed. A questionnaire, or scoring mechanism geared 

toward observable behavior would have been inadequate. While a great deal 

of data could be generated using an "objective" instrument, the parameters of 
" , 

the instrument would impose strict limitations on the ability to extract meaning ·1 . 

from these complex relationships. In summary, the design of this study was 

guided by two central assumptions: (1) there exists a reciprocal relationship 

between teacher attitudes and practice, and (2) flexibillity must be built into the 

research design if meaningful insights are to be found. 

Lim itations 

The major limiting factor of this study was the small number of subjects 

surveyed. A total of twelve teachers were interviewed, therefore obvious 

problems with generalizing the data exist. A larger pool of subjects drawn from 

a statewide or national population would have provided a more comprehensive 
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overview of the effects of inservice on teacher attitudes. Regional attitudes, 

district policy, and other localized factors, could have inf'luenced the results. 

Hence, teaming may weill be perceived differ,ently within different districts and/or 

in different regions of the country, irr,espective of the levels of inservice 

provided. 

Another limiting factor was the inability to employ a random sampling: of 

subjects. A,gain this raises obvious problems associated with generalizing the 

data. Purposeful sampling was used in an effort to provide some control for the 

professional development variable. Given the limited resources of this study, 

random sampling would have produced far less relevant data. In order to have 

significantly increased the sample size for purposes of generalization, the 

intervi,ew format would have to have been abandoned. A questionnaire based 

study could have corrected this problem, however this instrument would not 

have provided the in-depth examination of teacher attitudes necessary for the 

purposes of fhi!s study. 

An additional limiting factor is the ethnic composition of the district, within 

which the study was conducted. It is conceivable that more homogeneous or 

more heterogeneous student populations could influence teacher attitudes on 

any number of issues including teaming. As is often the case, ethnically diverse 

schools located in urban areas have a much more varied socioeconomic 

popul1ation to draw from. One final limiting factor deals with the urban area 

where the linterv!iews were conducted. Individuals who live and work in smaller 

.( 

. .... 
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communities and/or larger citiles may well have different perceptions regarding 

the use of teaming. Teachers in urban areas are often more accustomed to 

reform mandates. Therefore. this shoulld be weighed when contemplating the 

transferability of the ,data to larger districts and/or smaller districts. 

Outline of Work 

Chapter II provides a broad overview of current literature on 

interdisciplinary teaming. The first section of chapter II specifically addresses 

the role of teaming within the modern middle school. Thus, this section offers 

an overview of the theoretical rationale for the use of interdisciplinary teaming. 

The second section examines the organizational structure and process of team 

organization. The third section looks at school governance and effects on 

teacher efficacy. 

The fourth section offers a review of social bonding theory and the fifth, 

section reports student outcomes associated with teaming. The sixth section 

describes the often overlooked curricular implicatlions of team organization. 

Finally, a review of the scarce literature on teaming and staff development 

concludes this chapter. Chapter III provides an overview of the methodology 

employed in this study, and a detailed description of the sites and partiCipants 

selected. The research findings are presented in chapter IV, and chapter V 

offers conclusions and recommendations. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Role of Interdisciplinary Teaming 

in the Modern Middl!e School 

One of the maj!or functions of the middle level school lis 10 provide 
early adolescents with a responsive educational program that will 
ease the transitions from childhood to young adulthood and from 
elementary school to high school (Clark & Clark, 1987. p.3). 

Midd le school reform has increasingly focused on the transitional 
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aspects of early adolescence. Any complete review of teaming literature should 

be prefaced by a brief overview of stage theory, as the assumptions advanced 

by stage theorists provided the impetus for the initial reconceptualization of 

middle level schools. To better understand this, we can think of the modern 

middle school as consilsting of three interrelated components: (11) the 

underlying theoretical rationale. (2) the structural paradigm, and (3) the 

mechanism or delivery system. 

Stage theory provides the theoretical rationale for the ,existence of a 

distinct learning environment, congruous to the cognlitive and psycho-social 

developmental level of early adolescence. The middle school represents the 

structural paradigm. or more specifically, the pedagogic adaptation of stage 
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theory to school organization. The third element is the interdisciplinary team, 

which provides the delivery system for school related services. Erikson (1958 & 

1963) identified eight distinct stages of pycho-soCiial development within the 

human lifespan. This stage-based developmental theory reflected hiis belief in 

the struggle between self and society. 

Erikson characterized the central crisis of adolescence, as "identity 

versus role confusion." He argued that it is during adolescence that individuals 

begin to develop an identity that presupposes a self-conscious modality of 

awareness. Mor'eover, it suggests a view of self that is abstracted from the 

famillial assumptions of childhood. Erikson contended that the adolescent st,eps 

upon the world stage for the first time as an individual, and seeks an identity 

within a larger social context. 

P'iaget (1969) developed what some regard as the definitive work on 

cognitive-developmental stage theory. His theory outllines four general periods 

of cognitive development the human lifespan. Piaget conceded that individuals 

move through the stages at different rates, yet he maintained that they passed 

through them in an "invariant sequence." Piaget's theory designates 

adolescence as a transition from "concrete" to "formal" operations. At this 

juncture the individual moves from a cognitive immediacy, toward a more 

abstracted level of intellectual functioning!. Consequently, he arg!ued in favor of 

an epistemology based on these changes in cognition, wherein the student's 

level of cognitive operations provides the basis for curricular design. 
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Clearly, if we are to accept the Clarks' argument that middle level schools 

should help ease " . .. the transition from childhood to young adulthood .. . ", 

then we are indeed consenting to the central thesis of stage theory. This being 

that people experience similar changes at roughly the same time in life. If this 

were not the case, then a singular school model would be sufficient for 

preschool through college. Thus, by keeping this in mind we can better focus 

our efforts on the central task of creating developmentally appropriate schools. 

Although by no means complete, Piaget and Erikson offer some va.luable 

insights into the changes experienced by early adolescents. This includes 

dramatic changes in both cognition and self-awareness. At any given time, a 

sixth grade middle school ctass will have students who perform cognitive 

operations at both the concrete and formal levels. 

This has powerful implications for the use of interdisciplinary teams for 

both the development of a flexible curriculum, and varied instructional methods 

compatible with the cognitive operations of all students. Ukewise, adolescents 

are beginning to develop a sense of self, within the larger social context of their 

peers. A favorable resolution of this identity crisis is critical to the development 

of a positive self-image. Seen in this light, the benefits of interdisciplinary 

teaming are clear. Teams offer students U ••• the advantage of having a team of 

professionals who are working together to diagnose, instruct, and nurture each 

student in a warm, supportive environment" (Clark & Clark, 1987, p.3). Thus, 

the importance of team organization in middle schools cannot be understated. 
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As Clark and Clark (1987) suggest, U Interdisciplinary teaching programs are the 

foundation on which most successful middle school programs are buillt" (p.1). 

Organizational Structure 

While teaming arrangements vary widely from building to building, 

Alexander and George (1981) offer a definition of team organization that is 

widely accepted as a model in most middle school settings: 

... a way of organizing faculty so that a group of teachers share 
(1) the responsibility for planning, t,eaching, and evaluating 
curriculum in more than one academic area; (2) the same 
group of students; (3) the same schedule; and (4) the same 
area of the building (p.115) . 

This definition suggests four necessary components for the realization of 

true team organization. The most obvious element involves the cross-

disciplinary groupinQl of teachers. In most instances this includes one t,eacher 

from each of the core academic disciplines: language arts, science, math, and 

social studies. This core team structure provides the nucleus for team 

operations within the buildinQl. Additionally, by grouping students into 

recognizable te.ams, smaUer communities are created within the larger more 

impersonal school population. The same rational:e also supports the use of a 

common ar,ea within the building. These two components equate readily with 

Goodlad's (1984) concept of "schools w,ithin schools, " or more intimate learning 

environments. It is within environments such as these, that students are able 

to connect in a meaningful way with their teachers and peers. Finally, common 



scheduling provides teachers with regular opportunities to meet, and offers a 

great deal of flexibility for adjusting the students' schedules as necessary. 

Cooperative Systems: Effects on School 

Governance and Teacher Efficacy 

15 

Teamed teachers are given a gre'at,er degree of responS!ibility for school 

governance than those in traditional settings. Typical team tasks involve the 

establishment of guidelines for classroom operations including: rules and 

procedures homework, attendance, tardies, and intervention strategies. This 

autonomy ils in direct contrast to the conventional model, in which aU policies 

are set at the administrative level with little or no teacher input In addition to 

increased teacher autonomy, team organi.zation lends itself to a greater 

democratization of the school governing system. Teamed teachers generally 

partiicipate in what George (1982) described as a form of representative 

government. Here the the old industrial model hierarchy gives way to a new 

cooperative system of school governance. 

Most principals utilize the "team leader" concept lin order to facilitate 

teacher input on policy decisions. Representabves from each team typically 

meet with the principal on a weekly or biweekly basis. In this capacity team 

leaders act as liaison between the administration and the teaching staff. For her 

part, the principal uses the forum to keep the staff abreast of the latest measures 

under consideration, while team leaders communicate the consensus of their 
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colleagues on a wide variety of issues. As Erb (19)87) observed,. "Where team 

organization existed teachers had access to principals on a variety of issues" 

(p.4) . Hence, two significant changes occur in school governance as a result of 

team organization. First, the process or way decisions are made is significantly 

altered. The second and most obvious change refers to the final policy 

decisilons or the end product of deliberation. 

These changes in school operations are reflective of a larger trend 

toward a cooperative rather than competitive model, in the structure of both 

public and private institutions. With respect to the implilcations of thils model for 

private industry, Goodman (1979) suggested that the team concept would " 

" ... provide greater democratization of the workplace, greater control of the 

worker over his or her environment and greater joint problem solving ... " (p.33). 

Erb (1989) lends support to this argument suggesting that within schools team 

organization " ... utilizes the most valuabl,e resource available to schools, people. 

It harnesses human resources and pools their talents" (p.17). 

W. Edwards Deming (1986 & 1990) the man generally regarded as the 

mastermind behind the rise of the J'apanese automotive industry, advises that 

teamwork is the most important characteristic of a successful organization. 

Deming suggests that successful organizations are " .. . more interdependent 

than an orchestra. Without teamwork chaos is rampant." Furthermore he goes 

on to define a cooperative system as " ... a series of functions or activities 

[subprocesses, stages--hereafter components] within an organization that work 
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together for the aim of the organization" (Latzko & Saunders, 1995, p.32). Thus, 

advocates of this model suggest that a commonness of purpose, calibrated with 

worker autonomy foster an intrinsic motivation laciking in the competitive model. 

This in turn leads to an individual commitment to quality work, wherein the use 

of human capital is optimized within the organizatlion. 

Applied to schools these prinCiples enhance professional development 

in a number of ways. Extensive research has shown that under professional 

conditions teachers attain higher levels of job satisfaction and productivity 

(Lieberman,1990; Lieberman & Miller, 1986; Little, 1'982; Rosenholtz, 1989; 

Scott & Smith, 19B7). Enhanced decision making authority, greater autonomy, 

and collegial cooperation , clearly ameliorate the professional status of those 

teachers so organized. Bloomquist (1986) reported that teaming increased staff 

morale and job satisfaction. Likewise, Lipsitz (1982) found that teaming' 

enhanced professionalism through increased decision making authority. 

Arhar, Johnston, and Markle, (1988) suggest that " .. .team arrangements 

reduce teacher isolation, increase satisfaction and improve individual teacher's 

sense of efficacy" (p.25). Hence, by all accounts teaming has a profoundly 

beneficial effect on teacher efficacy_ It would also be difficult to imagine that this 

phenomena did not pose benefits for the students of teamed teachers as well. 

As noted by George and Oldaker (1985) "Previously isolated instructors 

became team members and developed the same sense of belonging and 

camaraderie they hoped to instiU in their students" (p.28). 
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Social Bonding Theory 

Social bonding theory also provides theoretical support for the use of 

t,eam organization. Hirschi (1969) proposes a theory of deviancy sugg1esting 

that It ••• delinquent acts result when an individuals bond to society is weak or 

broken" (p.16). The implications for team organization being that students who 

feel attached to smaller communi,ties within the school, are more likely to 

engage in behaviors that further integrate them into the community. This theory 

underscores the importance of attachment whereby individuals fee'l a 

" ... personal stake in meeting the expectations of others and conforming to the, 

norms of appropriate behavior as socially defined" (Arhar, 1992, p. 147). 

The reverse is also true, in that students who are attached are less likely 

to engage in deviant behavior, if in fact that behavior diminishes their relative 

acceptance within the community. Thus, the simple notion of positive peer 

pressure offers strong support for the use of team organization. Powell (1993) 

found that teamed" ... students felt that they were part of a special familly group 

within the school that nurtured and supported their needs" (p.S2). Two separate 

studies conducted by Damico (1982) and Metz (1986) both concluded that 

teaming resulted in better interracial relationships among students. Within the 

team organized schools white students informed of having more black friends. 

Interracial cooperation both in and out of the classroom was more evident and 

teachers credited teaming for reducing racial tension. 
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Thus, teaming offers hope for both the improvement of race relations and 

for the reduction of disciplinary problems. This may prove particularly beneficial 

in urban settings where gang affiliation has become common, a direct result of 

the lack of positive support systems. Team membership can provide at-risk 

students with a positive peer 'group. This positive identification can serve to 
'. 

both improve se'lf-esteem, while also reinforcing the concept of self to include 
," 

the belief: I am a worthwhile person and a valuable member of my community. 

Student Outcomes 

While it is evident that where team organization exists school,s h,ave 

realized overall improvements in student conduct, it is not clear that these 

improvements have resulted in higher academic achievement for students. 

Research in this area has proven inconclusive and ev,sn contradictory. A 

number of studies have reported that teaming produced significantly higher 

student academic achievement in one or more content area (Georgiades & 

Bjelke, 1966; Sinclair, 1980; Goerge & Oldaker, 1985; Bradley, 1988). 

However, other studies have contradicted these findings, concluding that 

traditional departmentalized arrangements produce higher academic 

achievement (Jester, 1965; Noto, 1972; Sterns, 1969'). It should be noted as 

well, that within the studies themselves the findings often varied with respect to 

content area. Also, the age of all the research cited in this section should be 

weighed when considering the implications for current teaming arrangements. 
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Teaming theory has evolved considerably since many of these studies 

were conducted. Still at present a large body of research indicates no 

significant difference in student achievement irrespective of school organization 

(Geogiades & Bjelke, 1964; Oakland Public Schools, 1:964; Zimmerman, 1962; 

Gamsky, 1970; Cooper & Sterns, 1973}. Thus, the pedagogic iimplications of 

teaming in the strictest sense remain unclear. Although any number of factors 

could have influenced these findings including: teacher access to staff 

development, administrative leadership, community support, and student input 

regarding curriculum. Further study controlling for these and other variables 

would provide a clearer pi:cture of the academi:c outcomes associated with 

teaming arrangements. 

Curricular Implications 

Until recently the middle schaal movement has largely neglected a 

serious discussion regarding the curricular implications of interdiSCiplinary team 

organization. As was reported by Lounsbury and Clark (1990) "Progress in 

climate is more apparent than progress in curriculum . Positive attitudes toward 

students, genuine concern for them and their developmental needs is evident, 

but the curriculum of content remains largely unchanged, even in many teamed 

situations" (p.133). A number of studies have concluded that recent middle 

I'evel reforms have led to much more dramatic changes in school climate than in 

curriculum (Lounsbury, Marani, & Compton, 1977; Li pi stz, 1984; Brazee, 1989). 
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Recently however, educators have begun to contemplate the idea of a 

responsive pedagogy within the context of an linterdisciplinary curricular 

orientation. As Beane (1990) observed, " .. . it .is apparent that the academic 

centered separate subject approach is not an appropriate way of 

conceptualizing the middle school clUrriculum" (p.1 04). This recent focus on 

middle school curriculum has led to an almost universal call for a more 

integrative approach. However, at present there is no consensus regarding the 

degree to which this integration should occur. The following continuum 

demonstrates the progressive levels of clUrricular integration. 

Figure 2.1 

Example Continuum of Curricular Integration 

Discipline Parallel Multidisciplinary Interdisciplinary Integrated 
Based Disciplines Curriculum 

I __________ ~I----------~----------~--------~I 

Source: Heidi Hayes Jacobs (1989). InterdiSCiplinary Curriculum: Design and 
Implementation. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. (modified by author). 

Discipline based curriculum refers to the traditional separate subject 

approach to instruction commonly used in most secondary schools. Within this 

framework, teachers operate independently and course content is determined 

exclusively within the academic diSCiplines. The use of parallel disciplines 

alludes to the practice of two or more instructors from different subject areas 

r· 
} 
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sequencing their lessons to correspond around some predetermined topic. For 

example, a literature instructor may introduce a unit over Native American 

poetry to coincide with the study of plains Indian culture in American history. 

The term multidisciplinary sug:gests a more formalized effort among teachers of 

"related" discipl,ines 10 utilize the thematic concept in developing a unit of study. 

Interdisciplinary curriculum alludes to the use of a full range of disciplines within 

the school. The courses of study or units are specifically constructed to include 

both core academic and exploratory classes. The following model is commonly 

used for the construction of interdisciplinary units. 

Figure 2.2 

InterdiSCiplinary Concept Model 

Source: Heidi Hayes Jacobs (1989) . Interdisciplinary Curriculum: DeSign and 
Implementation. Alexandria, VA: Association for SuperviSion and Curriculum 
Development. 

As evidenced by figure 2.2, the scope and sequence of course content is 

calibrated closely to the theme, prob,lem, or question, around which the unit is 

constructed. Integrated curriculum intimates a total abandonment of the 

academic disciplines in favor of a fully integrative day. Some educators have 

---
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argued that schooll curriculum shoulld be more reflective of everyday life. This 

positlion suggests that people use skillis exclusively in combination to complete 

virtually every task. For exampile, home construction requires the use of 

mathematics, problem solving, reading and wniting skills, and the ability to 

function effectively within a cooperative team. Thus, most things we do on a day 

to day basis require the use of skills in combination. For this re'ason , many have 

called for the move toward a fully integrated cumiculum. 

Others have more cautiously suggested using a combination of both 

discipline based and interdisciplinary study. Arnold (1991) cautioned, "Much in 

mathematics, foreign language, and studio art, for example does not fit easily 

into a th,eme approach and will be lost or distorted" (p.9) . Therefore, Arnold and 

others have advocated the continued use of single discipline study in 

combination with interdisciplinary work. An alternative model proposed by 

James (1972) involves the use of a four-part curriculum. This curricular model 

includ-es the following: (1) interdiscliplinary inquiry,. (2) autonomous studies, 

including the academic disciplines, (3) special interest studies; and (4) 

remedial activlities. While at present it lis not clear which mod-el or combination 

of models will best serve our students, it is clear that interdisciplinary team 

organization has powerful implications for the future of middle level curriculum. 

Staff Considerations 

When contemplating the move to interdisciplinary team organization, 

. , 
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administrators should be cogni.zant of a variety of considerations. Not the least 

of which is the planning and preparation necessary for a successful transition to 

entirely new operational paradigm. Fortunately as Erb (1987) reported, 

"Teachers nearly universally, report greater satisfaction with the conditions of 

teaching when organized into interdisciplinary teams" (p.6) . Yet, the degree to 

which teaming will be successful in transforming the school into a more 

responsive learning environment is contingent upon any number of variables. 

As Meichtry (1990) cautions, " .. . many schools have reorganized into 

interdisciplinary teams with little knowl,edg,e or understandingl of the condi.tions 

and skills necessary for a team of teachers to function as teams are theoretically 

supposed to function" (p.3). 

The move toward true teaming as it is operationally defined has been 

various'ly described as an evolutionary process (Hall, Rutherford & Newlove, 

1975; Hall & Rutherford, 1976; Pickler, 1987; George, 1982). The research 

suggests that teams evolve over time, becoming more effectiv.e as team 

members develop heretofore unneeded skills. Accordingly, Plodzik and 

George (1989) reported, " ... evidence of a relationship between the stages of 

team development and participation in staff development activities" (p.16). 

Furthermore, the study went on to highlight " ... the critical role 01 principals in 

helping teams reach full potent ial" (p.17). 

This does offer evidence of the critilcal role staff development plays in the 

success of teaming e'fforts. Thus, careful consideration of a comprehensive staff 
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development program is an essential first step in the implementation of a 

successful program. Erb (1988) identifies five important elements of an effective 

implementation strategy. The administrations first tasl< is to make the case that 

t,eaming is a better way of doing the business of education . Meaning, that 

teaming will in general offer a more positive learning and working environment 

for all of those concerned. Therefore, Erb sugg,ests that addressing the 

"affective concerns" of the entire school community is important in the initial 

stages of the transition" (p.1). The risk here is all to clear, resistance from 

t,eachers, students, and parents, will be a major obstacle if teaming is v'iewed as 

a perennial reform mandate that is likely to be discontinued in the near future. 

The second step involves the development of teaming skills necessary 

for indi:viduals to work effectively in groups. Group problem solving, 

interpersonal! communication, team building, and intrapersonal skills, are 

examples of the kind of competencies critical for the successful operation of 

teams (p.1). The third consideration involves goal setting. This is ideally 

viewed as a three tiered process. District goals are translated into building 

goals, which are ultimately used as guidelines for the formulation of specific 

team goals. Thus, Erb suggests the use of "goal statements" as a way of 

providing direction for teams (p.1). Hackman's (1990) review on effective teams 

also concurs that "When deadlines were absent, fuzzy or constantly changing, 

groups invariably encountered problems" (p.4S0). Therefore, goals can provide 

a constancy of purpose while also providing a criteria for team evaluation. 
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Erb recommends a "team evaluation" should occur at least twice 

annually: first at midterm and then again following the school year (p.2). This 

self evaluating process can offer a means for the continual improvement of team 

operations. The next feature entails the development of a "team identity" (p,.2). 

It is in this step that teachers develop a close knit community that will serve as a 

bonding agent for their students. It is also important in this phase, that teachers 

develop a sense of camaraderie with their colleagues. 

The final step involves reviewling the speciflic procedures and skills 

necessary for "effective meetings" (p.2). In order to effectively manage time, Erb 

suggests that team leaders should be responsible for seeing that an agenda is 

planned and followed at every meeting. Minutes should be carefully recorded 

and circulated throughout the building to keep other faculty members apprised 

of the matters under consideration. lin summary, it is important to consider that a 

move to team organization represents a dramatic change in the way schools 

operate. Ther,efore, an effective inservice program should involve a 

compr,ehensive overview of the many important elements associated with the 

productive use of interdisciplinary teaming . 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This is a qualitative research study designed to explore the relationship 

between professional deve'lopment programs and teacher attitudes toward 

interdisciplinary teaming. A total of twelve teachers were selected for the study 

out of a total population of six hundred and five certified middle level, employees 

within the Tulsa Publi'c School System. Interviews were conducted variously 

with individual teachers and full teams. The teachers were asked questions on 

a variety of teaming related issues. The interview text was then analyzed to 

determine what perceived effects professional development programs had on 

teacher attitudes toward teaming. 

Subject Selection 

Three middle schools were chosen for the purposes of selecting the 

study participants. Pursuant to 45 CFR 46 I filed an application with the 

Oklahoma State University, Institutional Review Board, for permiSSion to use 

human subjects in the study. On September 5, 1995 I r,eceived permission 

(IRBI ED-96-021) to conduct the interviews. I.n choosing the t,eachers for the 
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study, I used a purposeful sampling technique. Therefore, in order to explore 

the problem presented in this study a predeterm ined selection crit,eria was used 

to select the participants. As Patton {1990) states, " ... the loglic and power of 

purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth. 

Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research .. ." (p.169). Thus, in 

order to investj,gate the probl~em presented in this study, subject selections were 

based on the following criterion: 

1. the teams and individuals used in the study were selected in part 

based on the amount of inservice they had completed. 

2. the participants had a common planning time with all other team 

members and met routinely at least once a week. 

3. the participants generally conducted school business such as: parent 

conferences, IEP staffings, administrative meetings, as a team . 

4. the participants consistently used the team forum to discuss student 

concerns such as: academic problems, intervention strategies, and 

social adjustment. 

The principals of each of the three middle schools were interviewed to 

assist in finding potential candidates for the study and to obtain permission for 

conducting the interviews. In this phase, the school principals had a great deal 

of influence in selecting potential teams or individuals for the study. A pool of 

potential subjects were then contacted to determine if they met the above stated 



criteria. Following these initial interviews I selected twelve teachers for the 

study. The participants were then notified and interviews were scheduled. 

Description of Setting and Participants 
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The Tulsa Public Scllool System is located in a metropolitan area with a 

population of 503, 341. There are 12 middle schools in the Tulsa system, wilth a 

total student population of 9111. The ethnic distrilbution of the entire middl,e 

school population breaks down as follows: 53% white, 33% black, 9% 

American Indian, 4% Hispanic, and 1 % Asian. During the 1995-96 school year 

50% of the student population was eligible for the free or reduced price lunch 

program. 

T earn A was selected from a middle school serving grades 6-8. A total of 

559 students attended this school through the 1995-96 school year. The ethnic 

distribution of the school breaks down as follows: 52% white, 29% black, 12% 

American Indian, 4% Hispanic, and 1 % Asian. During the 1995-96 school year 

65% of the students were eligible for the free or reduced price lunch program. 

The team was comprised of six members. Two of the participants teach 

language arts, alternating literature and grammar. Social studies, science, and 

mathematics, were each represented by a teacher, and interestingly a librarian 

was included on this team. 

Team B was sel:ected from a middle school serving grades 6-8 with a 

total population of 409 students. The ethnic distribution of this school breaks 
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down as follows: 50% white, 38% black, 8% American Indian, 3% Hispanic, 

and 1 % Asian. Through the 1995-96 school year 53% of the students qualified 

for free or reduced prioe lunches. Team B was composed of four members; a 

teacher from each of the core academic areas, social studies, mat1hematics, 

science, and language arts. 

Two subjects A-1 and 8-1 were selected from different teams at a third 

site. This middle school also serves grades 6-8 and has a population of 704 

students. The ethnic distribution breaks down as follows: 80% white, 12% 

black, 5% American Indian, 2% Hispanic, and 1% ASiian. During the 1995-96 

school year 17% of the students were eligible for free or reduced price lunches. 

At the time of the study A-1 was in her second year as team leader. This 

instructor teaches both math and accelerated math to sixth and seventh grade 

students. The other participant 8-1 is a veteran teacher and department chair of 

language arts. 

Interview Format 

A standardized open-ended interview format was used for the study. 

This intervi,ew format was chosen to minimize the interviewer effects on the 

study and so that all of the participants responses could be compared following 

the interviews. The reasons for this comparison are outlined in the next section. 

Patton (1990) offers a rationale for the use of the standardized open-ended 

interview technique: 



The basic purpose of the standardized open-ended i!nterview is 
to minimize interviewer effects by asking the same questions of 
each respondent. Moreover, the interview is systematic and the 
necessity for interviewer judgment during the interview is reduced. 
The standardized open-ended also makes data analysis easier 
because it is possible to locate each respondent's answer to the 
same question rather quickly and to organize questions and 
answers that are similar (p.285). 

The questions used in the study were formulated prior to the interviews 
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during the time I was undertaking a review of teaming literature. A interview 

question guide (Appendix A) was developed and all participants were asked 

the same questions in the same order. The participants from Team A and Team 

B were interviewed with their teams. Participants A-1 and 8-1 were intervi'ewed 

individually. Each of the part!icipants were interviewed for approximately two 

hours. 

Teacher Attitudes: Basis for Analysis 

All of the participants with the exception of two had completed some form 

of professional development on interdisciplinary teaming . Five of the six 

members on Team A had collectively taken part in an estimated ten hours of 

staff dev.elopment. One member of Team A had completed no inservice. 

Participant A-1 from the third site had not competed any inservice, and was 

therefore grouped with Team A. These participants are collectively referred to 

as Group A in the study. When averaged for the entire population each member 

of Group A had completed just under 1 1/2 hours of staff development. Thus, 

the designation Group A refers to those teachers interviewed who had 
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completed little or no inservilce on teaming. 

The four members of Team 8 had collectively taken part in an estimated 

thirty six hours of pro1essional development on interdisciplinary teaming. 

Participant 8-1 from the third site had completed an ,estimated fifteen hours of 

inservice, and was therefore grouped with Team B to form Group B. Group B 

had collectively completed fifty one hours of teaming inservice. When averaged 

for the entire group each member of Group B had completed 10 1/5 hours of 

teaming inservice. Thus, the designation Group B refers to those teachers 

interviewed who had completed three or more workshops on interdisciplinary 

teaming. 

In order to explore the relationship between professilonal development 

and teacher attitudes toward teaming, the participants were questioned on a 

variety of teaming related ilssues. The responses given by Group B who had 

undergone more extensive staff development were compared with the 

responses given by the participants of Group A. This comparison involved three 

components. First, specific inservice experiences descnibed by Group B were 

calibrated with the participants' attitudes toward the use of interdisciplinary 

teaming. Thus, the first two components relevant to the study were areas of 

congruency within Group B between specific inservice experiences and teacher 

attitudes toward the use of teaming. 

The third component relevant to the study were the responses given by 

Group A. Those areas of congruency (between inservice and teacher attitudes) 
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r,eported by Group B were compared with the responses given by Group A to 

the same questrons. This comparison provided the basis for assessing the 

effects of professional development on t,eacher attitudes toward teaming. Those' 

areas which reflect the greatest divergence of attitudes between the two study 

groups are reported in chapter IV. 

Trustworthiness 

The notion of trustworthiness deals w:ith the researcher's ability to 

demonstrate that the findings of the study are valid. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

offer four criteria for determining the validity or trustworthiness of a qualitative 

study: credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability . 

Credibility. The credibility of a qualitative study is determined by the extent to 

which the findings are improved and confirmed by the subjects. Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) suggest that member checks are an effective tool for improving the 

credibility of a qualitative study. During the weeks following the interviews while 

analyzing the text, I made several informal member checks by phone with the 

participants. I initiated these member checks in order to both confirm my 

exegesis of the text and to seek clarification or improvement of any ambiguous 

areas. 

Confirm ability. The notion of confirmability deals with the researcher's ability to 

demonstrate that the research findings are supported by the data and that the 

ilnterpretations drawn from the data are linear. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
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suggest an audit by a third party as a means of confirming research. This study 

was conducted for the purpose of fulfilling the thesis requirement for a masters 

degree, therefore an audit of tlhe study will be conducted by the members of the 

thesis committee. 

Dependability. Dependability loosely correlates with the notion of reliabdity in 

positivist research. An acceptable method for assessing the dependability of a 

qualitative study is through the researcher's field journal. Spradley (1979) 

states a field journal should contain " ... a record of experiences, ideas, fears, 

mistakes, confusions, breakthroughs, and problems that arise during field work" 

(p.76). During the course of this study I made extensive notes on all, field work 

conducted. These notes contained the interview texts and regular notat'ions of 

ideas I pursued regarding. the conclusions of this study. This journal provides a 

written narrative of the evolution of this study. 

Transferability. Transferability loosely correlates with the notion of 

generalizability in positivist research. Wi;thin the qualitative paradigm however, 

the reader (Erickson, 1986) determines whether the findings are transferable by 

examining the text of the study, and comparing the circumstances surrounding 

the study with his or her own specific environment. In this study I provide a 

description of the subjects, field si,tes, sampling criteria, and the basis for 

interpreting the relationship between professional development and teac'her 

attitudes toward teaming. Hopefully, this will provide adequate information for 

the potenti.al purposes of transferring the findings to another settling. 
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CHAPTER IV 

INTEHVIEW RESULTS 

Introduction 

For the purposes of this study, the term teaming is used to denote all of 

the various processes associated with the or'ganization and delivery of 

educational services wlithin the middle school setting. Put simply, teaming is a 

way of doing education. Therefore, this study took an expansive approach, 

examin ing attitudes in a wide varliety of teaming related provinces .. The 

responses given by the two study groups were contrasted. The areas where 

perceivable differenoes existed are presented lin thils chapter. It should also be 

noted that during the course of the int,erviews, the participants offered 

anecdotes and ins!ights independent of the predetermined questions that were 

very useful in the 'effectuation of this study. 

Overview of Professional Development 

The participants were asked to explain specific experiences wlithin the 

professional development programs they had completed. All of the members of 

Group B had attended three or more workshops on teaming and had been 

exposed to inservice, at least to some extent, on both the theoret.icaf and 
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operational aspects of teaming. Curriculum, instructlion, teaming skills, teacher 

roles, and team operations were cited by all of Group B's members as 

components of the workshops attended. A participant from Group B described a 

warm-up exercise at one such workshop that focused on teaming skills and 

teacher roles: 

We were all given a piece of a puzzle as kind of a warm-up 
exercise. Then the workshop presenter put her piece of the 
puzzle on the table, and then she asked the rest of us to help 
,each other in putting in our pieoes, whille we completed the 
puzzle. I know it seems simple, but the whole idea ... was by 
working together as a team we could get the total picture. In 
the discussion we had after the exercise ... sha kind of reinforced 
that.. .you might fe,ellike you have nothing to contribute to a 
team but without your piece the puzzle is incomplete. 

The participant from Group B who r,elated the above story went on to 

share this interaction she had with the presenter of the workshop: 

While we were talking about the exercise I asked her [pr,esenter] 
how the team leader fit into this. She said, well in this case I 
was the team leader because I brought in the puzzle and put 
down the first piece. What I got from that. .. is that the team 
leader's job is reaUy just to set the agenda and kind of ,get things 
started. 

The participants from Group B shared several anecdotes similar to the 

two cited above. Three of the teachers from Group B reported that they had 

attended workshops that contained components on both middle school and 

interdisciplilnary curriculum. One participant from Group B characterized a 

workshop on middle school curriculum in this way: 

The main thing he [presenter] talked about at that workshop was 
the importanoe of finding out where [developmentally] the 



student is. Then you start at that point and build .. . 1 guess you 
could say its kind of a building process. That was diHerent than 
what I was doing, because befor,e I developed my part of our 
[1.0.] units based on what material I needed to cover. So, he 
[presenter] kind of showed us how to put together [1.0.] units 
from th,e student's standpoint. 

The team leader from Group B reported that she had attended a 

workshop specifically concerning the role of a team leader. In a follow up 
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interview she reported that the use of "goal statements" were presented in that 

workshop as a useful tool for managing team operations. 

No mem ber of Group A had attended more than one workshop on 

teaming. The participants from Group A characterized these workshops as 

introductory. They described these workshops as being primarily focused on 

the operational aspects of teaming, or more specifically how teams work. The 

phrases "trial by error" and "on the job training" were both used by the 

participants of Group A to describe how they had acclimated to the use of 

interdisciplinary teaming. The participants from Group A all expressed a 

williingness to attend some additional workshops on teaming ; if in the words of 

one teacher, " ... we're still doing it next year." 

In summary, the participants from Group B described more in-depth 

professional development experiences on team ing in at least four broad 

categories: (1) team operations management, (2) curriculum and instruction, (3) 

teacher roles, and (4) middle school. The fo'llowing sections will examine the 

participants' attitudes toward the use of teaming in these four areas. 
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Team ing as Goal Directed 

One question posed in this study was, "What do you feel is the best way 

to manag,e team operations?" The teachers in Group B cited goal statements as 

being the most important factor in providing continuity and direction for their 

team throughout the year. A veteran teacher from Group B characterized her 

feelings in this way: 

For me, goals are the most important thing for keeping a team 
focused. I've been on teams that used goals and some that 
didn't. Probably the best way to describe it would be like 
driving across country on vacation without a road map. 
Everyone seems to spend a lot of time and energy debating 
where to turn, but in the end you always have the sense that 
your lost. 

Another participant offered her thoughts on the use of goall statements: 

I see goal statements as an effective tool for unifying our 
individual efforts toward a common purpose. 

The participants from Group B also saw the use of goals as a way of 

fostering cooperation among team members, while at the same time reducing 

the potential for future conflicts. In this way, goal statements were regarded as a 

kind of contract among members that set a mutually agreed upon course of 

action for the year. Group B's participants all reported satisfaction with the use 

of goal statements. The team Ileader from Group B shared observation: 

Using goal statements certainly makes my job as team Ileader 
much easier. It eliminates the potential for a lot of conflicts later 
on, because it establishes equal expectations and boundaries 
for everyone right up front. 



I think the best argument for using 90al statements is that it 
forces you to come to a consensus early on about what it is 
your trying to accomplish as a team. 

In contrast, the participants from Group A cited "administrative 

leadership" as being the most important factor for managing team operations. 

The partiC'ipants from Group A did not use goal statements in managing team 

operations, but rather looked to leadership from the administration and team 

leader to guide teaming practice. The following section will examine attitudes 

toward teacher roles in greater detail. 

Perceived Teacher Rol.es 

One of the interview items was, "Describe the role of team leader." The 

participants from Group A described the job of team leader as being 

responsible for supervising team operations, organizing and running team 

meetings, and as being directly responsible to the principle for their team's 

activities. On a call back to one of the members of Group A, one teacher 
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indicated that she felt uncomfortable at times voicing her concerns directly to the 

principal. She stated that by going directly to the principal, she felt like she was 

" ... going over the team leader's head." Thus, the job of team leader was 

perceived at least in some general sense as having supervisory responsibilities 

by the participants from Group A. 

The participants from Group B perceiv,ed the role of team leader 

dlifferently. The only additional responsibilities conferred on the team leader 



were meeting with the principal and organizing team meetings. All. other 

responsibi lities were shared equally among the members. The team leader 

from Group B characterized her job like this : 

I do not see myse~lf as a supervisor. I mean, I've had teachers 
come up and ask me to say something to one of my team 
members because I'm quote, the team leader. I always refuse 
because my job is not to supervise my team, but really just to 
kind of organize what we're doing. 

Another teacher shared this observation : 

I think one of the best ways to prevent the job of team leader 
from becoming supervisory is to rotate the team leader job 
every y,ear. 
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Thus, participants from Group B characterized teaming as a cooperative 

endeavor where aU members held equal status. The role of team leader was 

not perceived as having any oversight responsibilities and was given no 

elevated status within the team . Interestingly, this sense of equality and 

inclusion was extended to include new teachers as well. The members from 

Group 8 specifically reported during the interviews on their efforts to include 

new teachers in a meaningful way. One veteran teacher explained her 

expectations regarding young teachers: 

.. . 1 mean our veteran teachers are going to naturally assume 
leadership relies to some extent, but its important to me that 
our young teachers are actively involved in the process. 

I believe sometimes as veteran teachers we underestimate 
the contribution young teachers can make, particularly sense 
they are usually more up to date on the latest educational 
innovations. They can bring a lot of idealism and energy to a 
team. 
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Pedagogic Implications 

In an effort to abbreviate the languaging for this section, the term 

curriculum will be used to denote both content and instruction as a singular 

enterprise. The participants from Group A reported using team organization as 

a support mechanism for learning objectives most generally associated with 

traditional based instruction. An example of this was their use of block 

scheduling primarily as a tool for remediation. The teachers reported that they 

routinely scheduled students who were having difficulty with a class together in 

order to give them extra help. The teachers from Group A reported that these 

tutorial sessions were very helpful in improving their students grades. 

While this use of block scheduling did produce positive results for their 

students, it does sugglest an academic orientation to curricular organization. In 

that, the use of block scheduling was perceived as a way of facilitating the 

student's mastery of academic content The participants from Group B utilized 

block scheduling on a less frequent basis. However, it's use was primarily 

reserved for the implementation of interdisciplinary units. It isin this area that 

the greatest differences between the two study groups were revealed. Group A 

reported that they completed one I.D. (interdisciplinary) unit per semester for a 

total of two during each school year. Group B responded that they completed 

one I.D. (interdisciplinary) unit per qu.arter for a total of four during each school 

year. 
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One of the questions posed in this study was, "What are the most 

important elements of a successful 1.0. unit?" The participants from Group B 

described a successfull.D. unit as havin9 four key components. They reported 

that a good I.D. unit should meet the following criteria: (1) generate curiosity, 

(2) have personal relevancy 10r the student, (3) provide useful knowledge, and 

(4) enable the student to construct personal meanings about their experiences. 

These guidelines provided a basis for Group 8 's construction and delivery of 

interdisciplinary units. The participants described the first, an most critical 

element in this way: 

A good I.D. unit presents the materi!al in a way that sparks the 
students interest. 

LID. units are really just like any other lesson. The most 
challenging part is getting the students motivated to learn. 

If the students don't get energized by the unit, then you may 
as well get out the worksheets. 

A science teacher from group 8 underscored the importance of personal 

relevancy within the curriculum. He described this relevancy as being 

contingent upon the ability to pr,esent useful knowledge in a way that is directly 

relevant to the student's life: 

Ii took all of my kids out to take water samples from different 
creeks in the area. Then we analyzed the water samples in 
lab to determine what kinds of pollutants they contained. It 
really energized the kids and I think they learned quite a bit, 
because .. . you know, I think it made it much more relevant to 
them. I mean they play around these creeks everyday and 
now they know whats in them. Of course, they all wanted to 
write letters to the mayor. .. 



Another teacher characterized the importance of journaling in this way: 

... it makes it more meaningful and I tlhink it stays with them 
longer. Joumaling gives them an outlet to express their own 
1eellings about what they are experiencing and reflect on what 
they've learned. 

Perhaps one teacher summed up her team's view of curriculum best: 

Instilling a love of learning in the student is the ultimate goal of 
any good teacher. Thats why I think 1.0. units are so useful. 
When done right aglOod 1.0. unit really does make them ,enjoy 
learning .. 

Conversely, Group A reported using block scheduling primarily as a 

r,emedial tool for the academic disciplines. The two 1.0. units completed each 

year by Group A were initiated in the parallel disciplines or multidisciplinary 

format, with each teacher contributing a component during their class period. 

The team leader from Group A characterized her feelings toward I. D. units in 

this way: 

I think there good as long as there is real academics in them. 
I think too often it becomes kind of a dog and pony show and 
I'm not sure if they really learn that much. 

A science teacher from Group A shared his thoughts on the use of 

interdisciplinary curriculum: 

The reality is I'v,e got to get these kids ready for advanced 
science classes in hi,g:h school and ultimately for college. I 
think some of these people who tend to denigrate what we're 
doing ought to take a hard look at the demands placed on 
teachers today. I don't know ... maybe this sounds kind of 
cynical, but I feel that.. .untill the colleges change their 
entrance requirements; I feel its my responsibility to help 
prepare these kids to the best of my abiility for those 
admissilOn tests. 
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Middle School as Transitory 

The teachers from Group B described the middle school as a transitional 

institution, wherein the team CQuid be used to transition the students from a 

more constructivist approach early on, to a more abstracted academic 

curriculum in grade eight. Thus, the participants from Group B suggested that 

the team could be used differently at different grade levels within the middle 

school. These sixth grade teachers advocated the team as a means of creating! 

qualitatively different learning! environments than those created by the eighth 

grade teams. Group B indicated that they routinely did thing!s differently than 

their counterparts in the next two grade levels. One teacher described the 

difference: 

The eig!hth grade teams are much more academic centered 
than we are. I suppose its because we have different jobs. 
We have to help them [students] adjust to middle school, while 
they have to get them ready [students] for high school. 

Another teacher offered this observation: 

I think the best thing about teaming in middle schools, is that 
it gives teachers the flexibility to approach things differently at 
each grade level. 

Thus, the teachers from Group B characterized middle school as 

transitory. The interdisciplinary team was seen as the primary mechanism for 

instituting a progressively more academic centered environment between the 

grades six through eight. Unlike the high school or even to a lesser extent the 

elementary school where the nature of curriculum and instruction remains 



constant, middle school teachers advocate change : 

If .~ had to pick one word that describes middle school it would 
have to be change. The kids are changing, our curriculum 
changes from year to year, but I think its a good thing ... 
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Conversely, as has been reported 'in the previous section the participants 

from Group A took a more discipline based approach, wi,th respect to curriculum 

and instruction. Therefore, the transition from a constructivist toward a more 

discipline centered curriculum was not reported as being a factor in the 

development of curriculum. In that, the instructors from Group A by and large 

took an academic centered approach to pedagogy from the outset. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Although more research needs to be conducted concerning the 

relationship between in service and teacher attitudes toward teaming, this study 

did reveal differing attitudes between the two groups in a number of areas. Yet, 

for obvious reasons, the inability to completely control the inservice variable 

offers us at best an opportunity for a qualitative analysis of this relationship. 

With this in mind, the findings suggest that teachers who lacked inservice 

tended to project traditional attitudes toward middle leve'l education onto the 

team model. Thus, attitudes toward a broad range of teaming issues including: 

team operations, instruction, curriculum, and teacher roles, appear to be 

influenced to some extent by the subjlect's participation lin inservice. A bnief 

discussion of each of these areas will conclude this chapter. 

Conclusions 

The two groups used for the study offered differing views reQlarding the 

management of team operations. The participants from Group B primarily used 

goal statements to manage team operations, while Group A described 
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administrative leadership as being the most important factor in managing team 

operations. This may suggest that teachers exposed to inservi'ce with respect 

team operations are more likely to view teaming as a se'lf-directed enterprise 

guided by goal statements. On a purely theoretical level, it may also suggest 

that teachers exposed to inservice are more likely to have a horizontal view of 

the interdisdplinary team as it relates to the school's governing apparatus. 

In contrast, the responses from Group A revealed a more v,ertilcall 

perception of the school's governing structure. This is most evident with respect 

to their retiance on the administration to closely manage team operations within 

the building. Thus, the responses given by Group A suggest a belief that 

systems, or in this case team operations are best managed by directives coming 

down through a vertical governing hierarchy. Given the differences between 

the two study groups in this area, two possible inferences come to mind. 

First, with respect to team operations, exposure to profeSSional 

development may well engender a view of school governance characterized by 

a horizontal power structure. It also coul,d be argued that exposure to inservice 

may foster teacher perceptions of the interdiSCiplinary team as a kind of 

semi-autonomous arrangement within the overall school organization. 

Furthermore, the participants from Group B reported that the use of goal 

statements had additional implications for the interior politics associated with 

team operations. They reported that using goal statements helped to facilitate 

cooperation among team members, helped to reduce the potential for future 
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conflicts, and provided a focus for team operations. Thus, the differing attitudes 

offered by the participants have both theoretical and practical implications for 

team operations. 

The study sug,gests a relationship between professional development 

and teacher attitudes toward teacher roles within the teaming structure. The 

participants who lacked ilnservice with respect to teacher roles tended to 

superimpose traditional views of competitive operational systems onto the 

teaming modeL This was particularly evidenced by the attitudes expressed 

toward the role of team leader. The t,eachers from Group A described the team 

leader as having, at least to some extent supervisory responsibilit'ies. 

Conversely, the members of Group B described the role of team leader 

as primarily that of an organizer. This was underscored by the team leader from 

Group B who specifically noted during the interview, that she rejected any 

pressure from her colleagues to include any kind of informal supervisory 

oversight within her duties. These differences suggest that in the absence of 

inservice regarding the theoretical implications of cooperative systems, 

teachers may be more likely to view the role of team leader witlhin a supervisory 

context. 

It should be noted that the team leader from Group A did act as a liaison 

between her team and the pnincipal, facilitating communication on important 

issues. Therefore, irrespective of the levels of inservice completed, the 

presence of team organization lends itself to a greater democratization of the 
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decision making apparatus within the sclhool. Yet, in some important respects 

the team leader from Group A represented an additional bureaucratic layer in 

the perceived vertical structure of the school hierarchy. This was most clearly 

illustrated, by the team member's concern from Group A who was reluctant to 

speak to directly to the principal on some issues of importance, due to the fact 

she felt like she was " ... going over the team leader's head." This statement 

reveals two important things relating to teaming practice: (1) a belief that a 

vertical hierarchy ,exists within the school, (2) and that the team leader's position 

within that hierarchy is above that of the respondent. 

One could speculate that these differing perceptions regarding the 

structure and function of interdisciplinary teams, also influences the 

respondents attitudes toward their roles and that of their fellow team members. 

Meaning, that on a macro-level one cannot pemeive a vertical hierarchy, 

without placing oneself within that perce,ived structure. It is also conceivable 

that these attitudes may well manifest themselves within the micro-politics 

associated with teams. The participants from Group B reported specifically on 

their affirmative efforts, to involve beginning teachers in a meaningful way in all 

aspects of the business conducted by the team. 

This is not to imply thlat Group A devalued the contribution made by 

beginnling teachers. This only suggests that Group B reported taking an 

affirmative approach in creating a cooperative environment based on their 

interpretation of the goals associated with the use of t'eam organization. In the 
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broadest sense, this also reveals a horizontal orientation to 1eam organization, 

wherein equality and inclusion are seen as indispensable elements for 

maximizing a systems use of human capital. The advocates of horizontal or 

cooperat ive systems essentially base their advocacy on the assumption that 

one plus one equals more than two, or that through cooperation and the 

sharing of ideas individuals are more creative and productive than they are 

individually. 

This contrasts with traditional models based on vertical power structures, 

where competition is the primary mechanism utilized for productivity. Thus, the 

rationale underlying traditional systems is quite dilfferent,in that competition is 

valued for the purpose of provi.ding individuals with the incentive' to be more 

productive or creative than their colleagues. Therefore, one could argue that a 

dichotomous situation in fact exists, when interdisciplinary teams are formed 

wilthin a (perceived) conventional system. At the very least, the interdisciplinary 

team is handicapped within a traditional system, by it's inability to fully exploit 

the totality of it's human capital. 

Thus, if we base our advocacy of cooperative structures, or in this case 

interdisciplinary teams, on the notion that through cooperation we can create 

more responsive learning environments; i,t is self-defeating to initiate these 

reforms within the context of a traditional vertical paradigm. More specifically, 

the optimal use of human capital within the interdisciplinary team cannot be 

realized unless it is operating within a cooperative system. Teacher attitudes 
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expressed toward both managing team operations and teacher roles are most 

significant then, in revealing the underlyin g (or implied) attitudes toward the 

overall governing structure. Clearly, this suggests a cyclical reciprocity between 

beliefs, actions, and beliefs once again, each one continually in11uencing the 

other. 

To recall a statement posed in the conceptual assumptions section of this 

thesis: We do not generally think about or respond to things because of what 

we know, by in large it is how we know that constructs our subjective worlds. 

The data presented in this study to a greater or even lesser degree confirms this 

assumption. The two groups interviewed for this study used interdisciplinary 

teaming differently in part, based on their theoretical orientation to teaming 

within the context of how they believed schools operate. Furthermore, we can 

assume with a relative degree of certainty, that because we live and work in a 

capitalist society that values competition , there exists a natural tendency to 

integrate new ideas into our preconceived, competition based cultural 

assumptions. Therein lies the paradox: On a theoretical level interdiSCiplinary 

teaming is incongruous with everything we have ever known or experienced 

with respect to the way systems operate. 

Given this reality, the importance of comprehensive professional 

development programs for teamed or soon to be teamed teachers is clear, and 

is apparent on at least two levels. The first and most obvious of these deals 

specifically with the practical aspects of teaming practice. In the absence of 
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adequate inservice, teachers simply do not have a sufficient knowledge base of 

successful teaming practices, that can significantly improve their teaming 

capabilities. An example of this would 'be Group B's use of goal statements. 

Goal statements like many other things are tools that can facilitate the 

productive use at teams. Other examples of this not addressed .in this study 

could include: effective use 01 meetings, various brainstorming techniques, 

interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. All of these critical areas are important 

for the effective use of t,eam organization on a purely practical level. 

The other and least obvious area deals with the theoretical implications 

of teaming, as it relates to school organization, or more specifically as it relates 

to school governance. As has been previously discussed in this chapter, the 

absence of inservice regarding the theoretical rationale underlying the use of 

interdisciplinary teaming can have a limiting effect on the realization of a true 

cooperative system of school governance. Group A's rehance on administrative 

leadership for guiding team operations, and the attitudes expressed regarding 

teacher roles, suggest that training in teaming theory is an important 

component of any comprehensive professional devellOpment program; If in fact, 

a truly cooperative system of school governance is to be reallized. 

Possibly the most important aspect of this study deals directly with the 

possiible relationships between professional development programs and the 

pedagogy of teaming. The two study groups expressed divergent attitudes with 

respect to this province of interdisciplinary teaming. Again, as with school 



53 

governing related attitudes, the pedagogical differences between the study 

groups can be viewed on two interrelated levels. The f'irst level involves the 

practical uses of teaming to implement curriculum. Thus, the most obvious 

difference between the two study groups were in the areas of block scheduling 

and the use of interdisciplinary curriculum. 

The teachers from Group A used block scheduling as a remedial tool to 

help their students master a largely discipline based curriculum. Students who 

were having difficulty with a class were routinely grouped with a particular 

teacher during blocked out times, in order to provide them with one on one 

tutoring. Thi'S use of block scheduling, clearly sugglests a discipline based 

orientation to both curriculum and instruction. Thus, Group A's members used 

interdisciplinary team organization primarily as a support system for the mastery 

of learning objectives most generally associated with traditional, or abstracted 

curricular themes. The term abstracted is used here to denote the practice of 

instructing almost exclusively through symbolism. 

This contrasts markedly with a experiential. curricular approach, where 

the student is asked to 'interact directly with his or her environment. In this case, 

real life experiences replace the symbolism associated with an abstracted 

curriculum. In that, students interact directly with the subject matter, rather than 

the symbols used to denote a kind of virtual subject matter. To give a simple 

example, an experiential approach to the study of botany may entail the study of 

plants within the natural ecosystems where they live. Conversely, an abstracted 



approach to botany would more likely rely on books or computer programs, 

where the curriculum is encoded and learning occurs on a purely symbolic 

level. Group A's instructional use of block scheduling does suggest then, a 

more abstracted curricular orientation. 
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The second area of divergence between the two study groups, exists on 

a deeper more theoretical level. The teachers from Group B reported 'Using 

block scheduling primarily as a vehicle for the impllementation of 

interdisciplinary curriculum. It is in this area that the greatest pedaQlogical: 

differences existed between the two study groups. Group A report,ed that they 

primarily used a parallel disciplines format for the creation of interdisciplinary 

curricular units. Addit.ionally, the teachers from Group A reported that they 

offered assignments within their own classroom to contribute to the overall unit. 

Thus, the only qualitative difference between the interdiSCiplinary units and 

regular curriculum was the concerted timing between classes. During the 

interviews the participants from Group A emphasized their commitment to 

academic integrity when developing the units. Group A's team leader reported 

that she felt too many interdisciplinary units were more show than substance. 

By contrast, the views expressed by Group B reveal very different 

attitudes toward the construction of interdisciplinary units. In the course of the 

interviews the members 01 Group B offered four criteria for 1!he development of 

multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary curriculum. They believed the unit should 

(1) generate curiosity, (2) have personal relevancy for the student, (3) provide 
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useful knowledge. and (4) offer the student an opportunity to construct personal 

meaningls about their experiences. Clearly, the two study groups approached 

curriculum differently. Group A initiated an academic centered curriculum. while 

Group B used interdisciplinary units to create a more child-centered approach 

to learning. 

It is important to note that the term child-centered is not used here to 

suggest that Group B cared for their students anymore than their study 

counterparts. On the contrary, the teachers in Group A re'vealed a genuine 

commitment to their students during the course of these interviews. The term 

child-centered is used here simply to denote a focal point for curricular 

organization. Meaning, Group A felt they were best meeting the needs of their 

students (both present and future) by maintaining an academic curricular focus. 

The arguments they made in favor of this approach are compelling if not 

convincing. 

The teachers from Group B did report on having completed professional 

development workshops on both middle school and interdisciplinary curriculum. 

This background was congruous with respect to the way they reported initiating 

curriculum. Thus, the connection between inservice and the pedagogy of 

teaming cannot be understated. If we realize that virtually every teacher 

working today went to both traditionally organized primary schools and 

attended colleges that rely nearly exclusively on traditional instructional 

methods; it is easy to realize that teachers lacking inservice in middle school 
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curriculum will simply teach in the only way tlhey have ever experienced . The 

argument here is that in the absence of in service their will be a natural tendency 

toward abstracted, academic centered instructional methods, due largely to its 

prevalence at all levels of American education . 

In summary, the two study groups pursued different curricular styles in 

part based on their attitudes toward thle nature of pedagogy. For Group A, 

knowledQ'e was seen as being "out there" , and students were asked to 

internalize tlhat knowledge on an entirely abstract level. Group B however, 

utilized a more contsructivist approach to curriculum. The teachers used more 

experiential learning techniques designed to allow the student to directly 

interact with his or her world. Thus, in some sense the student was asked to 

construct his or her own knowledge. Group B also revealed a concern for the 

student's feelings associated with the curriculum. Thus, the curriculum took on 

a more subjective or affective dimension . Some of the differences between the 

two study groups are summarized by the continuum below: 

Trad itional 
Teacher Initiated 
Objective 
Abstract 
External 

Figure 5.1 

Continuum of Pedagogic Orientation 

Interactive Constructivist 
Student Initiated 
Subjective 
Experiential 
Internal The study 
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The study sug,gests that teachers provided with inservice may be mor'e 

liikely to view middle school as transitory. The teachers from Group B felt that 

the team structure could be used to transition the students toward a 

progressively more academic centered curriculum between the grades six 

through eight. While many would necessarily criticize this movement toward a 

more acad'emic centered approach, these teachers argued that high schools 

and colleges are in fact academic institutions. Therefore, they believed that 

teaming could be used to help students transition from a more constructivist 

curriculum in the sixth grade, to a more abstracted curriculum in the eighth 

grade. This they believed would prepare them for the challenges they would 

face in high school and beyond. 

It is also important at this point to look back at the Clarks' (1987) rationale 

for interdiSCiplinary teaming within the middle school. They argued that the 

middle school should help the child transition "from childhood to young 

adulthood and from elementary school to high school" (p.3). There is also 

considerable support for this within Piaget's cognitive stage theory. Piaget 

envisioned early adolescence as a time when students were transitioning from 

concrete to abstract thought. 

Loolking at both of these arguments, Group B's use of transitional 

curriculum appears to be well supported by sound theoretical arg'uments. Thus, 

the use of teaming to mirror these cognitive changes have both realistic and 

theoretical support. Group A on the other hand, primarily used teaming as a 
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support mechanism for an abstracted curriculum, therefore there was no real 

impetus to evoke any meaningful changes in teaming rel,ated curniculum 

between the grades six through eight. 

Recommendations fa,. Further Study 

The relationship between teacher attitudes and inservice training is both 

multidimensional and highly subjective. There are obvious difficulties 

associated with examining this problem. The inability to provide oomplete 

control for the inservice variable, along with the myriad of other factors apt to 

effect teacher attitudes all add to the complexity of this problem. Yet, it is this 

problem that may hold out the best hope for improving the quality of education 

offered by middle level schools. Therefore, more research in this area may 

prove useful. Some possible recommendations for future study may include: 

(a) conducting a similar study but using more participants from a number 
of districts. 

(b) conducting' a survey of teachers using an objective instrument to 
quantify participant responses in the area of both inservice and 
attitudes. 

(c) combining elements of both (a) and (b) to establish a wide ranging 
and more detailed study_ 
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APPENDIX 

~NTERVI EW QUESTIONS 

1. Describe how teaming works in your building. 

2. Describe the role of team leader. 

3. Describe the role of a team member. 

4. What do you feel is the best way to manage team operations? 

5. Describe a typical team meeting. 

16. How does teaming effect the way you teach? 

7. In what ways might team organization effect your curricular choices? 

8. What are your feelings regarding the use of interdisciplinary curriculum? 

9. Describe how you develop an 1.0. unit. 

10. What are the most important elements of a successful 1.0. unit? 

11. How does the use of teaming effect scheduling in your building? 

12, In what ways do you feel teaming benefits your students? 

13. In what ways do you feel teaming benefits you as a teacher? 

14. Describe some teaming related inservice experiences you have had. 

15. How do you feel these inservice experiences effect your use of teaming? 

16. What are some positive aspects of teaming? 

17. What are some negative aspects of teaming? 

18. What advice might you give a staff about to begin teaming? 
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