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Outline

o Purpose and background

o Study 1: Exploratory Case Study in Liberia

o Study 2: Comprehensive Case Study in Malawi

o Study 3: Systematic Multi-Country Study

o Framework for Listening to Teacher Voices
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Purpose
To provide a framework for:

o Understanding how teachers are using teaching and learning 
materials in classrooms

o Categorizing the types of modifications they make to these 
materials

o Listening to teachers about why they make modifications

o Learning from these insights how to improve the materials and 
teacher training
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Background
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ImplementationImplementation

Modification Modification
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Background
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o Interventions do not happen in a 
void.

o Teachers always bring their 
existing knowledge, skills, 
experience, attitudes, and beliefs 
to the equation.

o All teachers make moment-by-
moment decisions in the 
classroom, sometimes diverging 
from what they are “supposed” to 
do. 
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Study 1: Liberia
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Study 1: Liberia Teacher Training Project (2013)
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o Exploratory case study to understand 
teachers’ use of new mathematics 
teacher guides and student books, in 
order to inform revisions

o Observed 15 teachers across 3 
counties

o Began with general checklist, but 
needed more specific data

o Pivoted to focus on HOW materials 
were being modified by the teacher
• Added subjective code for effectiveness 

of the modification (“help” or “hurt”) 
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Patterns in Modifications:

Student Participation: Teacher 
changes the amount or nature of 
students’ participation in the lesson. 

Elaboration of content: Teacher 
increases or decreases explanation 
of the topic.

Sequence and timing: Teacher 
changes the steps of the lesson or 
deviates from the suggested timings.

“Helped Effectiveness” Example:

“Class, how 
many sides 

and angles do 
the triangles 

have?”

“A triangle has 3 sides 
and 3 angles.”

Study 1: Liberia

“How do you 
know?”
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Study 1: Liberia
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o What changes teachers were making
o Patterns in the changes
o How the changes contributed to or 

detracted from the effectiveness of the 
lesson

Helped to inform needed 
revisions to the teacher’s guide

o But remaining question: Why were they 
making those changes?

Looking at teacher modifications allowed us to see:
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Study 2: Malawi
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Study 2: Malawi EGR Activity Scripting Study
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o 17 teachers (8 * Std 1, 9 * Std 2)

o 6 schools (2 * “high”, 1 * “med”, 3 * “low”)

o 63 classroom observations over 16 days (2-3 
consecutive days per school)

o Oct-Nov 2015 (project year 3)
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Teachers make changes: they help, or hurt, or do neither.

o 886 modifications: 3 basic types

o Researchers’ judgment: changes 
were a mixed bag

o Explanations sought and received 
for 188 modifications

Key take-away: teachers were generally making changes deliberately
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Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
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o Open-ended observation tools (expert judgment required)
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Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
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o Checked teachers’ awareness of their lesson delivery
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Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
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o Treat the teachers as professionals worthy of respect 

Although teachers’ explanations for modifying lessons were varied, underlying the explanations was 
thoughtfulness and agency. Most teachers were not simply forgetting parts of the lessons, or exclusively 
changing content because they did not understand how to follow the lesson; instead, they were modifying 
content and structure because they thought it best met the needs of their learners. (p. 52)
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Rich, but extremely labor-intensive. Is there another way?
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o 3 things we learned:
• Clear expectations (e.g. SLPs) simplify ID’ing moments to be probed
• Set aside “good” or “bad”: modifications just are
• Why?What’s next?

o How can we apply this elsewhere?



www.rti.org17

Study 3: Multi-country study
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Study 3: Multi-Country
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o How could we use the findings from Malawi to gather data 
where extensive data collection and analysis was not feasible?

o Mixed methods analysis of RTI’s teachers’ guides for closed 
and current projects

o Classroom observations and interviews 
• 4 countries (Malawi, Uganda, Ethiopia, Kenya)
• 27 lessons
• 27 teacher interviews
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Study 3: Multi-Country
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o Revisions to the observation protocol:
o Observers noted down when there was either a content, structural, or 

skipped modification, along with a short description of that 
modification.

o Teachers asked to provide an explanation for certain modifications
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Study 3: Multi-Country
Most explanations referenced student needs

Ethiopia
Modification: Teacher skipped the reading fluency, word study and writing activities
Explanation: The teacher was afraid students would not understand if all these 
activities were taught one after the other. “Information is too much for them.” 

Malawi
Modification: Teacher skipped asking learners to read at the table in groups and 
instead had the whole class read together
Explanation: “I wanted learners to read with me. Some learners were not able to 
read the words, they were waiting for the teacher to read them the word.”
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Research Framework 
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o Define a baseline of expected 
observable behavior based on a 
written lesson plan

o Observe and document teachers’ 
modifications to the 
expectations.

o Seek understanding: Ask 
teachers WHY? Be specific.

o Identify patterns in how teachers 
are explaining different 
modifications
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References and Resources

o https://www.rti.org/practice-area/international-education
o https://earlygradereadingbarometer.org/
o https://shared.rti.org/
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Thank You!
Dr. Yasmin Sitabkhan ysitabkhan@rti.org

Karon Harden kharden@rti.org
Tim Slade tslade@rti.org
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Learn more about RTI’s work: 

mailto:ysitabkhan@rti.org
mailto:kharden@rti.org
mailto:tslade@rti.org

	A Research Framework for Capturing Teachers’ Decision-Making
	Outline
	Purpose
	Background
	Background
	Study 1: Liberia
	Study 1: Liberia Teacher Training Project (2013)
	Slide Number 8
	Study 1: Liberia
	Study 2: Malawi
	Study 2: Malawi EGR Activity Scripting Study
	Teachers make changes: they help, or hurt, or do neither.
	Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
	Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
	Key method: Literally just ask the teacher (but not too often)
	Rich, but extremely labor-intensive. Is there another way?
	Study 3: Multi-country study
	Study 3: Multi-Country
	Study 3: Multi-Country
	Slide Number 20
	Research Framework 
	References and Resources
	Slide Number 23

