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Style Note: Nancy Foss

Using Cognitive Style to Improve Communication with Teaching Colleagues and Staff:

One of the most important factors in the success of all teachers is the quality of their relationships with teaching colleagues and staff.  One way to build and smooth these working relationships is to become savvier about how cognitive style plays a role in these interactions.  The categories of the Gregorc Learning Styles Inventory can be a helpful guide to insight about these important personal relationships.

In the United States, the dominant teaching style of the majority of teachers tends to be Concrete Sequential.  Kathleen Butler estimates that 65 per cent of school staffs have Concrete Sequential as their dominant style, and for principals it is probably an even greater percentage.  Teachers of other styles often try to operate in a Concrete Sequential style in order to conform to the school culture.  When this requires major effort for them, they may become even more rigid in their organization of instructional time and classroom space than those for whom this structured style is natural.

In the workshops I have led, teachers of the “specials,” like music, art, physical education, and foreign languages, have had a distribution of cognitive styles that more realistically reflects the distribution of style in the general population.  That is, the majority of these teachers tend to have a random style, like the majority of students, their parents, and other members of the community.  Thus there is a strong probability that early language teachers will be more random than the rest of their school community.

As a group, foreign language teachers in elementary and secondary school often differ in style from their school colleagues in ways that can cause them difficulty:

· They may be random-dominant teachers in a concrete sequential world

OR

· They may feel at odds with the foreign language methodologies of the past twenty to thirty years that have stressed speaking proficiency over reading and translation.  In this case they may be sequential-dominant teachers in a profession increasingly dominated by the random style.

In either case foreign language teachers may need to hone their skills for communicating with professional peers who do not share their style. 

If you do not have a naturally high backup or dominant style that is Concrete Sequential, you may find that even though teaching in the manner described on the videos and in Language and Children makes perfect sense to you, you find it challenging to communicate effectively with the classroom teachers and other staff in your school.   This situation will require you to ADJUST your communication with these colleagues, but without trying to change your basic dominant style.

Accept that everyone else is not just like you.

Determine your own dominant cognitive style

Just observe the teachers you need to relate to, to help you understand their cognitive style

Uphold the underlying goals of your program as you adjust your communication

Sort out and assess the results of your efforts

Track your progress and continue to observe/adjust/assess

The purpose of the ADJUST process is to better communicate your purpose and seek support for your program and its goals.  The following steps will be helpful:

1. Accept that everyone else is not just like you and doesn’t necessarily function by the same assumptions as you do.

It is a basic human tendency to assume that others think and feel in the same way as we do ourselves.  The result can be failure to communicate and failure to observe the boundaries of the other person.  It is important to make the effort to get past this notion and truly observe others.  Depending on your own dominant style, you may be motivated to bridge to students and colleagues by one of the following:

· Concrete Sequential motivation is usually the desire to do the right thing.  A high CS teacher may work at bridging and adjusting either because they have been instructed to do so and given directions about how to do it, or because they have become convinced that this is the right way to teach and communicate and have found directions for how to do so.

· Abstract Sequential teachers are in a small minority, especially in the world of elementary education.  If they are motivated to bridge and adjust, it will often be the result of research findings that they have read about.  In striving for excellence as a teacher, the AS-dominant teacher will be motivated to use style knowledge as a tool.

· Abstract Random teachers will be motivated by their emotional sensitivity to bridge to CS needs and adjust to colleagues.  With students, they will be motivated by a desire to care for the students and their needs.  With colleagues, they can be deeply motivated by a desire to be liked and accepted.

· Concrete Random teachers will be motivated to use knowledge of different styles by their drive to engage in creative problem-solving, either with existing problems or in order to prevent problems that can be avoided.

2. Determine your own dominant cognitive style, or at least the style that seems to dominate your professional interactions.

Determining your own dominant cognitive style requires that you know yourself well enough to be able to observe your own strengths and weaknesses.  Furthermore, not everyone has one specific dominant style; some have two, three, or even four equally strong styles.  If all four are equally strong, you may never experience the burst of energy that wells out of a person who is suddenly in a context that appeals to their dominant style.  On the other hand, you may be able to identify more readily with students of any style in your classroom.

Probably the bet way to begin to discern your naturally strong cognitive style is to take an inventory within the context of a workshop or class that will help you interpret the results.  The “Gregorc Style Delineater” and Kathleen Butler’s book Learning and Teaching Style in Theory and Practice can also give you expert guidance.  

You may find that one of the motivations listed above for using style knowledge is a good description of your strongest motivation.  That could indicate your dominant style to you.  You can also refer to descriptions of student characteristics in the section on “Using Cognitive Style to improve your teaching effectiveness,” the style note for Lesson 5.

3. Just observe your colleagues’ classrooms and the concerns the teachers relate to you.  You may be able to determine a dominant style, which can help you understand the best way to communicate with them.  In the absence of other information, you may want to assume the Concrete Sequential style.

The information below describes “classic” characteristics of teachers who have a very definite cognitive style preference.  As with descriptions of a culture, cognitive styles are generalizations that help us to function more successfully with those around us who do not make the same assumptions and whose comfort zone is different from our own.  Just as members of a culture may not reflect all of the elements of that culture, individuals cannot be fully or adequately described in terms of a single style.  Yet these generalizations can help us to better understand those who are different from ourselves and to communicate more effectively with them.

CS: This style dominates the teaching profession.  Teachers with this dominant style tend to have classrooms that are quiet, tidy, and orderly.  There is a clear definition of different areas.  Daily schedule and rules for behavior will be posted prominently and will be written or printed very neatly in black and white.  Student desks or tables and chairs are carefully aligned.  Posters and bulletin boards are up-to-date and picture concrete examples or objects.  Visuals are very carefully hung, often with exact measurements, to be parallel to the floor and equidistant from each other.  There may be learning centers to provide for individual learning.  Hands-on concrete materials will be arranged systematically in labeled places, where they will always be kept.  Lesson plans, individual units for students and other such papers tend to be filed neatly in alphabetical or chronological order. 

AS:  Generally the AS teacher’s classroom is decorated with reference books.  Students have ready access to a wall that is a library of printed resources related to the topics they are studying.  (The only AS teacher I have known in an elementary/middle school setting had only one poster on the wall, and it was an abstract symbol.)  They may have the latest electronic gadgets, especially if the gadgets permit student and teacher access to documentaries, biographies, and other information.  The teacher’s desk is less tidy than that of the Concrete Sequential teacher and may contain thematic piles of folders.

AR:  The high Abstract Random teacher tends to have a classroom in which student desks or chairs are in a circle or smaller groups of circles.  This teacher likes to decorate the classroom with colorful posters and student art work that frequently hang overlapping each other and without much attention to how straight they are.  There may be an area of cushions for reading, colors will be a noticeable part of the room.  This teacher will prioritize creativity over memorization, and student emotional needs over student needs for structure.  The teacher’s desk may seem disordered, or it may be empty on top and full of jumbled or color coded folders spilling out of the bottom drawer.

CR:  The high Concrete Random teacher likes to have a classroom arranged so that its configuration can be changed according to the shifting demands of the classroom.  The same is true of the storing of learning materials.  The high CR teacher likes to have materials organized in such a way that they can be accessed as needed.  The typical set-up might be a line of bins containing games or other activities, with the materials needed for them organized together so they are ready to go.  The underlying organization of these materials may be idiosyncratic to this teacher, one they created to meet a need, or they may use one of the organizational systems employed by the style that is their strongest backup:  CS—alphabetized files, AS—thematic piles, AR—color coding or pictures.

4. Uphold the underlying goals of your program as you adjust your communication and interactions according to what you know about the probable style needs of those you need to work with.  You will be teaching in the ways described in the videos and in Languages and Children: thematic units taught in the target language.

In every school where you are teaching, make a major effort to communicate with colleagues, administrators, and parents.  Use every idea suggested in the book.  It is too easy for colleagues to resent the time the students spend with you if they feel that the school day and year are not long enough for them to cover everything they are supposed to teach.  Administrators don’t automatically know what you and your program are accomplishing, and they need to understand its value if you want them to protect it from budget cuts.  Parents can be strong allies when dealing with a school system where they are voters, or with a private school where they pay tuition.  Make sure they all know what you are doing.

5. Sort out and assess the results.

Decide how well you are doing at being style conscious in your interactions with the teachers in your school(s).  Think through your relationship with each teacher.  Have you correctly hypothesized the dominant cognitive styles of the teachers you need to cooperate with?  Have you attended to their style needs, while also communicating successfully with administrators and parents?  Are there teachers with whom there are still difficulties?  It is possible that they may have another style.

6. Track your progress and continue to observe, adjust, and assess

As teachers we need constantly to attend to the issues of style, both in the classroom and as they affect professional relationships.

In the effort to communicate effectively, there are certain predictable areas of style conflict, particularly if you are a traveling teacher

Potential Areas of Styles Conflicts, and Suggestions for Dealing with Them

There are certain predicable sources of style conflict, particularly if you are a traveling teacher:

Turf issues: 
The classroom teacher has a sense of ownership and responsibility for the space, the time, and the students who are designated for that classroom. You must respect that ownership at all times and present yourself as an ally to the teachers in their own classrooms. 

Concrete Sequential: If the classroom teacher has a dominant CS cognitive style, the sense of ownership is likely to be even stronger. 

· This high CS teacher will need assurance that teaching in the target language is the “right way” to teach, because they would be very uncomfortable with it themselves. They may ask you to translate for students; your resistance should be firm but respectful. You may refer them to the book Languages and Children, and inform them that it contains the directions that you are trying to follow. 

· Ask for their assistance with a bulletin board display of target language with pictures of concrete context. Keep in mind that you shouldn’t just take over bulletin board space, but treat the teacher like a “roommate”. 

· Above all, show respect for the style of this teacher by observing predictable schedules and by warning the teacher far ahead of time if there will be any unusual events. Be on time, both at the beginning and the end of the lesson. 

· It is best if you can carry your own hands-on materials with you on the cart, unless students have their own materials in their desks. 

· This teacher needs everything to be in its place. Leave the classroom and the students in the condition you found them: tidy, in order, and ready to return to the quiet study environment of the CS teacher. Use some of the wind-down activities suggested in the book.

· If you are able to maintain this kind of respectful professional relationship with a high CS classroom teacher, you will have a powerful ally who can be very helpful to you.

Abstract Sequential:  The classroom teacher with a dominant AS cognitive style will probably have less difficulty with sharing the room with you and your cart.  Although you may not encounter many AS-dominant teachers in an elementary school, these suggestions will help you communicate with them effectively.

· Make sure that they have a chance to read or at least look at the book, Languages and Children.  

· Since the classroom is likely to be set up more like a library than a classroom, try to find a usable space and return furniture at the end of the class time. 

· There is likely to be a lot of space for your bulletin board material and posters, but be sure to confer with the teacher before putting them up. 

· Ask if you can add target language books, such as picture books, to the classroom library. 

· These teachers will appreciate promptness in your arrival and departure, but may be a bit absent-minded themselves. 

Abstract Random: Generally speaking, the classroom teacher with a dominant AS cognitive style will probably be your most enthusiastic booster. This style likes the “Idea” of studying a foreign language better than any other style and would assume that their students would love it too. 

· The most likely classroom teacher to volunteer to take the class with the children, this style teacher may try to reinforce your lesson with activities in which the written or spoken language is inaccurately represented. Don’t criticize, but rather offer ideas for other ways to reinforce. 

· You may need to negotiate with a teacher of this style for some space on the walls and bulletin boards; they like to fill them up. Make sure that the space you manage to get is used immediately to display colorful and creative visuals that you change periodically, or this teacher may decide that they are boring and wasting precious wall space. 

· While the high CS teacher may remind you of a future field trip or school program, the high AR teacher may not remember, or may plan these  things at the last minute. You will need to adapt and make sure they know you understand. 

· Offer help with details if you can, this teacher will happily reciprocate. 

· This teacher will appreciate “warm fuzzies.” If students are making a craft with you, make sure someone makes one for the teacher.  Invite the teacher to class events. 

· This classroom teacher, especially if you share the high AR style, may be a “bad influence” on you. Timeless, generous, and a person who likes to work with others, this teacher may “spoil” you and make you careless of the real needs of the teachers who are Sequential-dominant. 

· Even if this teacher’s timelessness keeps them teaching after your arrival time, maintain the proper departure time in order to be on time for the next class--but do so without displaying anger or frustration.  This teacher may be willing to give you time on another day. 

· Even though high-AR teachers may be generous with classroom supplies, don’t expect that attribute of other teachers. 

· You can help this teacher by leaving the classroom tidier than you found it and the students calm and ready to learn. 

Concrete Random: The classroom teacher with a dominant CR cognitive style will consider you to be an ally and partner if you engage their help in solving the potential “problems” inherent in sharing classroom space and time. 

· Since they tend to move student desks around themselves, teachers with this style will not probably mind if you do so as well. Just make sure they are returned to the arrangement you found. 

· It is important to this teacher’s organizational style that their “tools” or bins of activities and materials remain exactly where they have placed them, even if they are not where they normally “belong”.  You can maintain a highly collegial professional relationship by either providing your own materials or by meticulously returning things intact to the spot where you found them when you arrived in the classroom that day.  Be sure to report to the teacher if anything was lost or not replaced. 

· You can draw up the parameters of the relationship, or “rules” of the game together. Ask for guidelines: when and where can you move desks and other objects in the classroom? Which part of the wall/ bulletin board can you use? Keep in mind that high CR teachers like to keep their options open and don’t like to be told what to do and how to do it. Instead, engage them as allies by appealing to their interest in creative problem solving. 

· Teachers with this style tend to create and use games. They can help you develop your own and might offer ideas and game boards and pieces. 

· This teacher may be the first to intertwine their curriculum with yours and allow you to decorate the room with target language visuals that relate to   science and other content areas that they teach.  

· Of all the styles, this style will understand best the logic and challenge of having the foreign language teacher deliver, as content, a part of the core curriculum. 

· If this teacher is under stress, and this style is the most likely to burn-out in our elementary schools, the teacher will begin to resemble a rigid CS. That will require from you a very careful dance that relates to both the CS needs and the CR skills of this teacher. 

Curriculum Issues: 

Whether you are teaching content that is a part of the regular curriculum or creating your own theme-based unit, make sure that you consult with the classroom teachers to ensure that your instruction complements theirs. If the classroom teacher is a high Concrete Sequential, this will please their sense of ownership and appropriateness. Other styles will appreciate the invitation to collaborate.

Check especially with classroom teachers about what they are teaching with regard to:

Penmanship (Conform your writing on charts and chalkboards to the style that learners are expected to use)

Arithmetic skills 

Geography and mapping skills

These are elements that can be presented using several (sometimes conflicting) approaches.   Classroom teachers may not appreciate it if your approach conflicts with what they are teaching.

Cart Issues: 

Teachers who travel with a cart must understand that it is a professional extension of their work and of their program. 

If the cart is left in a place that is felt to be “in the way,” or an imposition to other staff, it is easy for resentment of the cart to spread to the teacher and the program itself. 

The cart is a serious style issue because you need to adjust to all teaching styles at once with a single cart.  It must look tidy and well organized, contain almost everything a language teacher might need over the course of the day, and be decorated in a colorful and interesting way.  

The way you use your cart can either make you look very disorganized or very professional and organized.  If you are a person with a dominant Abstract Random style, you cannot let the cart express the part of your style that creates disorder. Use boxes or bins to hide disorderly pile of puppets or realia so that it looks tidy. Make sure you have a core of materials that are always on the cart throughout your thematic unit, so you don’t need to worry about forgetting things. Have a checklist to make sure you don’t leave items in classrooms. If you carefully organize the cart at the outset in this way, it can help you keep more organized as you teach from room to room.

