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DESIGNING CROSS SUBJECT COMMUNICATIONS AS THE CONDITION
FOR DEVELOPING SOCIAL SKILLS IN TEACHERS

Lygina N.I., Makarenko O.V.

In this paper we will present the results of a pedagogical experiment aimed at
studying the level of social skills in university professors. Planning cross subject
communications in an academic subject with consideration of the previous and
associated knowledge and skills of students in the educational programme formed the
basis of the pedagogical experiment. Problems have occurred when university
professors are faced with elaborating cross subject communications. It was
discovered that the problems professors had were connected to their responsiveness
and to the various strategies they applied while working within small groups. We will
analyze the results, provide recommendations and show the change in the level of the
professors’ social skills during elaboration of cross subject communications.
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IMPOEKTUPOBAHUE MEXIPEJIMETHBIX CBSI3EN KAK YCJIOBUE
PA3BUTHS COIIMAJIBHBIX KOMIIETEHIIUN NPENNOJABATEJIEH

JIeiruna H.M., Makapenko O.B.
B craree mpencraBieHbl pe3ynbTaThl MEIaroruueckoro dKCIepUMeHTa, LEeIbo

KOTOPOTO OBLI0 HN3Yy4YCHHC YPOBHA KOMIICTCHIOHUHW COLHUAJIBHOTO BSaHMOHCﬁCTBHH

HpCHOHaBaTeHeﬁ BeICIICH 1IKOJIBI. (OcHOBOM NeAaroru4cCKoro  SKCIICPUMCHTA
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CIIY’KHJIO MTPOEKTUPOBAHUE MEXKIUCHMUIUTMHAPHBIX CBSI3€d B y4EOHOW NHUCUMILIUHE C
YU4E€TOM MPEALIECTBYIOIINX, COMYTCTBYIOUIMX M MOCIEAYIOIINX 3HAHUW U YMEHHUMU
CTYJICHTOB B OCHOBHOM 0Opa3oBaTelbHOW NporpamMme. BbIsSBIEHBI 3aTpyaHEHUS,
BO3HHMKAIOIIME Yy TMPENOAaBaTeNel NpU MNPOCKTUPOBAHUM MEXKIUCUUILUIMHAPHBIX
cBsizeil. OOHapyKeHO, UTO 3aTPyIHEHUS MPETNoiaBaTeeil COOTBETCTBYIOT Pa3InyHbIM
CTpaTerusiM IMOBEJEHUsl MpU paboTe B MaJION rpynmne U ypoBHS pedieKCHUBHOCTH.
ABTOpBI CTAaTbU MPOBOAAT aHAIHN3 MOJYYEHHBIX PE3YJIBTATOB, AAIOT PEKOMEHIAlNU U
MTOKa3bIBAlOT M3MEHEHHMS] COLMAJIbHBIX KOMIIETEHUMU IpENnoAaBaTesieil B IMpoLecce
MIPOEKTUPOBAHUS MEKAUCHUIIIIMHAPHBIX CBSA3EH.

KiroueBrbie cj1oBa: negarorudeckoe MpoOeKTUPOBAHUE, MEKIUCIUIIIMHAPHBIC
CBSI3M, KOMIIETEHIIMN COLMAIIBHOTO B3aMMOJECUCTBUS, MEJArOTUYECKUN IKCIIEPUMEHT,
CTpaTeruy TMoOBeJeHuss mnpu pabore B Majnoil rpynmne, pedIeKCUBHOCTD

IIPEIOAAaBaTEIICH.

One of the quality parameters of present-day education is its integration at
various levels, therefore, instructional design of cross subject communications at the
highest educational institutions becomes the way of solving it. Presently, for the
successful design of cross subject communications a university professor has to both
possess a deep knowledge of the subject and have good social skills and be able to
work within a small interdisciplinary group.

We have conducted a pedagogical experiment within the framework of a
refresher programme for university professors ‘Designing and planning collaborative
activity of university professors in basic educational programme in multi-level
education’.

The research was performed around the process of designing and planning of
cross subject communications by university professors. The problems, which
university professors had during the design and planning of external communications
were the subject of the study. The goal of the pedagogical experiment was to detect

the influence of university professors’ social skills — the ability to work within a small
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interdisciplinary group in particular — on the results of instructional design of
educational process in the academic subject and on academic communications in
particular.

The pedagogical experiment was conducted in several stages. In the first stage
we have analyzed the problems professors had when devising and planning cross
subject communications and detecting the roots of problems. This gave grounds for
creating a hypothesis. In the second stage we chose methodologies and tested
professors’ social skills level. In the third stage we analyzed the results of testing, and
defined efficient techniques to eliminate problems during instructional design for
representatives of various behavioral strategies when working within a small group.

The analysis showed that most professors do not think they have any problems
with designing cross subject communications. We subdivided the professors into
three groups by their attitude to the development of academic communications on the
basis of the first results obtained during their study at the Advanced Teacher Training
Faculty. The first group was devoted to the idea of ‘subject-centeredness’, i.e.
teaching the subject as self-sufficient without any connection with other subject areas.
In most cases the reason was that professors relied on existing academic
communications, in ‘old-style’ basic academic programmes, which they did not
completely realize. They thought the situation natural (‘it has always been this way’)
and consequently, perceived the task of academic communications superficial, thus
providing a standard list of academic subjects, which were connected to their area of
teaching, i.e. their approach to the problem of elaboration of cross subject
communications was rather formal. The second group of professors could only detect
the initial level of students’ knowledge needed for successful digestion of their
academic subject. They expressed their demands in terms of the initial knowledge
students needed to possess without any connection with other subjects ‘at the input’.
The third group of professors, who realized the importance of cross subject
communications, started this process being unsure whether they would be able to

obtain the necessary information from their colleagues.
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We have advanced a hypothesis that the attitude to designing cross subject
communications is connected with the behavioral strategies used when working
within a small interdisciplinary group. Burnout and professional deformation often
prevent pedagogues from developing cross subject communications. As the result of a
burnout a pedagogue adopts a formal approach to work and is guided by
stereotypeness in their professional activity. Their work seems meaningless, but
preparing for classes becomes easier, they tend to use passive forms of instruction
more often, and the unequal relations between student and teacher require less effort
in the design of cross subject communications.

Therefore, the ability of a teacher to reflect helps to prevent subject-
centeredness and burnout, and becomes an important professional skill, presupposing
the involvement of others and a concern with unusual systems of interpersonal and
business relations. According to G.P. Schedrovitskiy, responsiveness is self-awareness
that ensures mutual understanding and coordination of partners’ actions during
cooperation [5].

79 professors of various universities with 15 to 25 years of teaching experience
participated in the experiment. By their attitude to designing cross subject
communications in their academic disciplines and ability to work in a team the
professors fell into two large groups: one found developing academic
communications hard and the other did not have any problems with it. Each group
had its peculiarities. The group which found designing cross subject communications
hard (51% of the sample) had two subgroups. In one of them the professors
understood the importance of academic communications, but because of natural
reticence were unwilling to cooperate with their colleagues. In the other subgroup the
professors lacked understanding of importance of academic communications in
education. The group that did not have problems with creation of cross subject links
in their subjects (49% of the sample) also had two subgroups. In the first one the
professors had a formal and superficial approach to the task, while in the second one

they performed a deep analysis of cross subject communications in cooperation with
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their colleagues who taught other subjects in the same academic programme.

In our opinion, the work of professors in integrating external subject links into
their teaching is best performed within a small group and targeted at solving group
tasks. The experiment showed four major behavioral strategies when working within
a small group: ‘The first strategy is when professors can solve the task only by
dominating others. The second communicative strategy is adapting to the group.
Professors from the third group tend to solve tasks on an individual basis; the fourth
group tends to work collaboratively’. [1 p.99].

Following the results of the abovementioned experiment, our observations and
studies we have designed and tested a diagnostic test [3], which allows us to
recognize the behavioral strategies professors use when working within a small
group: self-asserting, adaptive, individualistic, collectivist.

Typical characteristics of a self-asserting behavioral strategy when working
within a small group are: its representatives can perform tasks collaboratively by
setting their requirements and articulating their wishes, but if these are not accepted
they lose interest to collaborative work. They show a high level of initiative, but are
not always ready to bear personal responsibility for collective result. We have
discovered that professors who tend to use a self-asserting strategy when working
within a small group did not have any problems with designing cross subject
communications in their academic subjects, but their approach was superficial
without consideration of propaedeutic, developing and didactic components of cross
subject communications.

Adaptive strategy of working within a small group is very much a conformist
approach to performing collective tasks. The professors who were referred to this
group according to the pedagogical experiment test results, did not take initiative or
bear responsibility for any collective results. They tried to carefully avoid this work
by asserting that designing cross subject communications was a task of minor
importance and considered it useless for the academic process.

Representatives of the individualistic strategy of working within a small group
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did not dominate others; however they took little interest in collective results. They
were rather targeting individual results. In some sense they tried working ‘for
themselves’ than ‘for others’. Unfortunately, the difficulties they had were rooted in
their psychological distance and their inability for effective social interaction.
However, professors from this group tried to analyze the goals ‘to know’ and ‘to have
a skill’ as proceeding from previous, associated and subsequent disciplines of the
discipline they were teaching.

Professors with a collectivist strategy tended to work collaboratively and were
targeting common results and did not expect personal rewards. They were interested
in cooperation (working together), showed initiative, responsibility and saw
collaborative activity as a value by itself. When working within a small group they
showed the process of designing cross subject communications in their subjects
vividly and to its fullest.

As the result of experiment and testing we have obtained the following
percentage of sample representatives of the four strategies applied when working
within small groups: self-asserting strategy - 22%, adaptive strategy — 19%,
individualistic strategy — 32%, collectivist strategy — 27%.

The same sample was put through the test designed by A.V. Karpov, V.V.
Ponomareva [4] to measure responsiveness level, which contained four scales:
retrospective reflexiveness (ability to analyze past events), present reflexiveness
(ability to estimate current situation) and future reflexiveness (ability to plan future
events and set goals), interactive reflexiveness (ability to estimate efficiency of social
interaction).

When processing the results raw points are transformed into stens. There are
always 10 stens as they are much more convenient to use than raw points as rates for
every age group are different and stens allow comparing test results of the professors
from various age groups. 7 and higher is indicative of high reflexiveness, results
lower than 7 show lower reflexiveness. You can see average rate of reflexiveness (in

stens) for every strategy of working within a small group in Table 1.
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Table 1
Average reflexiveness rate in professors (in stens)
Behavioral strategies of working within small groups
Scale Self- . o L
. Adaptive Individualistic | Collectivistic
asserting
Retrospective 8 9 8 8
reflexiveness
Present 8 8 10 8
reflexiveness
Future 5 4 9 8
reflexiveness
Interactive 9 6 5 10
reflexiveness

Analysis of the results showed the following. Representatives of self-asserting
category have a well-developed retrospective, present and interactive reflexiveness,
but low future reflexiveness. This could probably explain their superficial and formal
approach to designing intersubject communications and they have weak goal-setting
skills.

Teachers with adaptive strategy of working within a small group showed high
retrospective and present reflexiveness and low future and interactive reflexiveness.
We can suppose that being capable of analyzing their activity in the past and at
present they are not always able to set productive professional goals and cooperate to
achieve them. This is probably the reason why they tend to have problems with
designing intersubject communications and underestimate their importance in
education.

Professors with individualistic strategy possess a high level of retrospective,
present and future reflexiveness, which is probably the reason why they are capable
of deep analysis of intersubject communications in their academic subjects. However,
a low level of interactive reflexiveness presents an obstacle in cooperation with other

people and for proper performance of the task.
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Professors with collectivist approach demonstrated a high level of
reflexiveness in all the scales. This type of teachers analyze their teaching practice
and other people’s actions, tend to detect the reasons and consequences of their
actions in the past, at present and in future. They tend to think over their activity in
detail, elaborate it and forecast possible consequences.

Designing cross subject communications within the suggested approach is
based on goal-setting in the field of the academic subject. The quality of goal-setting
in an academic subject has to comply with quality ‘standards’; i.e. the goals of the
academic subject are formulated as diagnosed goals of students at various levels of
material digestion. [2] Diagnosability of academic goals presupposes tests to check
material digestion. Levels of material digestion can be described in terms ‘to know’,
‘to have a skill’, ‘to have experience’.

Designing and using cross subject communications according to the suggested
quality ‘standards’ allows a professor to see the place of the subject in the academic
process and its ‘borders’ (which helps to avoid repetitions of the material), to detect
initial level of knowledge and skills necessary for successful digestion of the material
(which allows preparing propaedeutic materials), to plan how much focus has to be
put on certain topics depending on how important they are for subsequent disciplines
according to the curriculum (which allows devoting more time to the most important
topics). It allows putting emphasis on the types of academic activities necessary for
successful achievement of academic goals (which makes the process of planning
intersubject communications practical).

Behavioral strategies when working within small groups are usually formed in
a certain environment and can change during professional development of the
professor. We think that representatives of collectivist behavioral strategy
demonstrated a high level of social skills. At the same time we view the process of
designing cross subject communications in an academic subject as an efficient way
of developing the social competencies of a professor.

The technique of teaching instructional design in this pedagogical experiment
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is aimed for adults and is to foster the change of attitude during the training. Teachers
are very selective about things connected with drafting an academic subject. The
knowledge that is a part of personal experience can be perceived as easier. Therefore,
actualization of the professors’ experience is the initial point in teaching instructional
design. Illustrative method (examples of interdisciplinary communications in various
disciplines) and practical techniques (exercises) were used.

Problem issues provoked certain creative efforts, made the teachers express
their opinion, draw conclusions and make hypotheses and test them in a dialogue
with opponents. The use of discussion as a technique when working in small groups
helped to detect two approaches to designing cross subject communications
(traditional and the new one, suggested by the programme of advance training) and
helping teachers to adopt a respectful position towards other people’s opinion.

The suggested quality ‘standard’ of interdisciplinary communications being the
new material cause a certain disagreement with the teachers’ personal experience,
which evokes cognitive activity and acts as a catalyzer when solving the task of
instructional design.

Preliminary analysis of other professors’ experience by an expert allows them
to relate their experience to that of colleagues and introduce new elements into their
practice. In the course of training problem situations are created. They are problem-
solving tasks, where the trainee can perform a ‘person-oriented’ action, i.e. to see
themselves in relations with other professors, make conclusions from personal
experience, overcome psychological crisis and plan a programme of further actions in
designing cross subject communications.

Table 2 shows the changes that occur in the professors’ consciousness (no
matter what behavioral strategy they use when working within a small group), which
in case the professors adopt the innovation ‘instructional design of intersubject

communications’ becomes their personal professional goal.
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Table 2

Comparative characteristic of former and new perceptions of instructional

design of cross subject communications by the professors

Former perceptions

New perceptions

I have been teaching my subject for so
many years that I do not need to learn
how to plan academic process as no one
knows how to teach it better than me.

Should there be any reasonable
recommendations or  variations  of
structuring the academic subject 1 am
ready to learn how to do it better.

I do not know my abilities, do not believe
that I will be able to alter my activity in
my subject field and do not know how to
do it.

I know what I am capable of, and I am
sure that [ will be able to alter my activity
in the subject field and how to do it.

Intersubject communications cannot be
used for assessing the quality of my work
in my subject field.

Intersubject communications can be used
for assessing the quality of my work in
my subject field. It is one of the most
important components of my academic
discipline.

The most important and difficult task is
to teach my academic discipline and
control the students.

It is important to first design the
academic subject including cross subject
communications and then to teach it
according to the pedagogical concept.

The content of the subject is its main
component.

The main components of the subject are
the goals of the teacher and the student,
which are used for proper elaboration of
cross subject communications.

I can design Cross subject
communications in my academic subject
without the help of my colleagues.

High-quality designing of cross subject
communications is performed better in
case it is done collaboratively with the
colleagues working in the same academic
programme.

The following conclusions can be made as the result of the experiment: after

adopting the suggested approach to designing cross subject communications within

small interdisciplinary groups the professors notice that they get more interested in

their teaching activities and get motivated in improving it as they start organizing

academic process in a different way; their social skills benefit from collaborative

work with their colleagues on the project.
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