TEACHER DEVELOPMENT THROUGH COOPERATIVE LEARNING 
Kay Hammond

This paper describes the process of teacher development that I experienced using a method of co-operative development outlined by Edge (1992).  Meetings were held over the remaining four weeks of the university semester with two colleagues.  As a result of this experience I made various realizations and discoveries about the assumptions I have held about my teaching.  Several goals were also set and some steps were taken towards these goals.  Since there is insufficient space here to describe how all of these were reached, a selection is presented.  At the conclusion of our contract together, my colleagues and I evaluated our experience of co-operative development.

INTRODUCTION

Wallace (1998) points out that most teachers teach alone and thus their reflections on their work are mostly private.  This professional isolation inhibits teacher development.  He suggests that feedback from colleagues can be a rewarding in terms of motivation and further reflection on teaching.  Collaborative action research can be done with students, colleagues in the same institution or another one, or even in a different field or area of expertise, and also with colleagues overseas.  In my context I had access to my students, and two colleagues in other institutions.  One colleague worked in the same area, university teaching, while the other worked at a high school.  Both had been in Japan for over eight years and were familiar with Japanese teaching contexts and students.  I thought it would be useful to get insights from those colleagues who had more experience than I.

Edge (1992) describes a framework for teachers to draw on their own experiences in collaboration with a partner to develop professionally.  He defines Co-operative Development as:

…a way of working together with someone in order to become a better teacher in your own way: two people co-operate for an agreed period in order to allow one person to work on his or her (self-) development. (p. 62)

Edge (1992) points out that this framework is based on the following theory of learning outlined by Dilthey (1976).  The teacher is seen as the Speaker and the colleague as the Understander.  The Speaker talks about their intellectual and experiential learning to the Understander. The Understander’s role is to reflect back the Speaker’s opinions without judgment.  In this way the Speaker’s ideas are clarified and discoveries can be made. As a result of this, the Speaker develops plans of action. Once the action is carried out, it leads to new intellectual and experiential knowledge that can be talked about in the following meeting. In this way, the teaching practices of the Speaker can be reformulated and developed.

Edge (1992) outlines the various qualities of the co-operative development relationship such as respect, empathy and honesty.  Furthermore there are several cooperative skills such as attending, reflecting, focusing, thematizing, challenging, disclosing, goal-setting, trialing and planning.  These are described in greater detail in Appendix A that I used to inform my colleagues about the features of co-operative development.

Context of the current study

At the time of this study, I had begun teaching university students in Japan one year previously.  I had had no training in teaching this level of student.  The university left the content and method of teaching the class to the individual teachers.  I had only two classes at the university on a Friday afternoon and therefore there was little opportunity for me to watch other teachers’ classes or have them watch mine. 

I had a general uneasiness about my teaching and whether it was appropriate for my students.  I had not discussed my feelings about my university teaching with colleagues and so I had not clarified my ideas or set goals for my teaching.  I had occasionally discussed teaching and lesson plans with other teachers, but I soon forgot what they had said and I did not feel that my teaching developed as a result of these interactions.  Likewise, I had not experienced much development through self-reflection because I usually had a vague awareness of something bothering me about my teaching but often find it more comfortable to think about something else.  I felt isolated as a teacher.

Focus

I choose to focus on my university teaching for this study because my next job would be a full-time university position.  I wanted to find a way of developing professionally through interactions with my colleagues.  As a result of this, the following foci were chosen for this study:

I wanted to experience co-operative teacher development (CD) as outlined by Edge (1992).  

Through this investigation I hoped to:

1. Identify some of my assumptions about teaching.

2. Identify small goals that could implement in the remainder of the term and use later in future classes.

3. Gain an idea of the type of development I would like to pursue in future sessions.

METHOD

Week 1

· I arranged a contract & first sessions - Mandy and Peter (friends)

· I wrote my thoughts & feelings about my university teaching in general a teaching diary. 

· We spent the first 15 minutes reviewing the skills used in CD in the first session with each.  

Week 2

· I wrote a few impressions of my classes.  

· Session with Mandy to express my thoughts and feelings about the classes from the first week.  I wrote some notes of our interaction.

Week 3

· I wrote my impressions of this week’s classes 

· Session  with Mandy.  I taped my end of the conversation.  I also tried to repeat Mandy’s reflections so I could record those, too.  I found that to be distracting so….

· Session with Peter -  I put the phone on speaker and placed the tape near it and was able to record both voices.

Week 4

· I wrote my impressions of the week’s classes.  

· In this final week of CD sessions I taped both voices in each session.  

Table 1: Arrangement of classes, personal written impressions and CD sessions over the four weeks

	Wk
	M
	T
	W
	Th
	F
	S
	S

	1
	
	
	
	Mandy – review CD skills.

General CD session.
	Classes
	Wrote 

week 1 class impressions.

Peter – review CD skills.

General CD session and 

CD session on week 1 classes.
	

	2
	
	Mandy – 

CD session on week 1 classes.
	
	
	Classes
	Wrote 

week 2 class impressions.
	

	3
	Wrote 

week 2 class impressions.
	Mandy – 

CD session on week 2 classes
	Peter – 

CD session on week 2 classes.
	
	Classes
	
	Wrote 

week 3 class

impressions

	4
	
	
	Peter –

CD session on week 3 classes 

and 

general evaluation of CD
	Mandy – 

CD session on week 3 classes 

and 

general evaluation of CD
	Last class of term – party.
	
	


RESULTS

The following extract shows an example of my words being reflected back at me after I had spoken.

Kay: “It bugs me that I don’t know how the other teachers teach.  I’ve only ever seen two classes during open week last semester.  One was a really bad one and the other was quite good, but I never got to discuss the teachers’ theories behind their methods.  Nobody has ever seen one of my classes. Last week and this week are open classes at the university.  I made an excuse that the room of another teacher’s class was too far away, so I didn’t go.  I also pretended that I wasn’t ready to open my class and so I missed the application deadline.  But I know that was just an excuse.”

Mandy: “So what you’re saying is that […] and you are sabotaging your experiences because you’re afraid you’re not doing a good job?”
I made a connection between this comment and the earlier discussion of my uncertainty about university level teaching.  I recognized my fear of seeing a fantastic class that would make me feel even more inferior as a teacher and my fear that someone would evaluate my class negatively and thus confirm my fear that I was not teaching well. After Mandy reflected back what I had said I felt the absurdity of what I was doing. Even though I knew that my reluctance to see other classes and have my classes evaluated was sabotaging my own development, I had done nothing to stop it.  I felt that after I had admitted my concern to Mandy, it did not seem so difficult to deal with.  It clarified my thinking and I decided to make a goal from that interaction.  

Goal 1: Find out what other teachers do.  Go to an open class tomorrow.  Ask other teachers to come and see my class and if they can’t come, then video my class and ask another teacher to watch it.  Talk with other teachers about how they teach speaking classes.
Other issues:

There were several other issues that came up during the four week period of CD. Briefly, there were:

To tell students who had already failed or not – I decided not to (decision to focus on self rather than students). This challenged my assumption that good teachers should always put their students before their own needs.

How to give hints for answers in class with very mixed levels – I decided to scale the hints starting with none and moving up to more and more hints so that each level of student would be challenged appropriately

I had not followed up on many of the set goal because of the upcoming move – decided that it was too much to do under the circumstances. But was satisfied that I had become more aware of the goals I wanted.

Evaluation of the experience of cooperative development

Mandy – Mandy said that she was satisfied with CD:

“Well I don’t think I did very much really.  I listened to you and I paraphrased what you said, basically. […] There were occasions when I could have given an opinion, but that wasn’t necessary, that wasn’t what was wanted. It’s better to let you (Kay) say, then reflect and find your own solutions and develop your own theories of what you want to do.”

Peter – It took Peter a week or so to become comfortable with the CD sessions.  He said that:

“At first I don’t think I really liked it, but…last week, I felt more comfortable with it because I knew what was expected, and I was able to see the benefits of it for you.  You know actually for me too, because it’s, if I were to do the same thing with somebody I would probably be able to benefit aswell.  And I think the main benefit is by having to make explicit your thoughts, or whatever, it’s different than just thinking them.  You actually have to verbalize them so somebody understands.  It helps to clarify what you’re saying or thinking or doing.”

Me – I found that choice of partner is important – someone comfortable with the method and can gain the skills. I found much greater awareness of my own practice, and I felt more committed to the ideas I came up with myself. There were limitations with cooperative development – sometimes I was still not really happy with my decision. I sometimes switched off to listening to feedback and was just reflecting on my own words. Not all CD skills can be acquired over a short period of time.

Conclusions

Overall, the experience of cooperative development was a positive one. It provided me with a chance to really reflect on my practice and to develop and take responsibility for my goals. It also challenged me to face my assumptions and then become more realistic about what I could achieve within my given context. Despite some initial adjustment required to become familiar with the CD method, it proved to be an enlightening and rewarding experience. 




APPENDIX

Contract sheet with description of co-operative development features given to my colleagues.

There are four more classes remaining in this semester.  Therefore I would like the contract between us to be for the next four weeks.  I would like to talk with you for about one hour during the week following each of these classes.  During those hours would you please have this sheet with you and a pen to make any notes you might need.

I’m using Edge’s CD framework.  I will outline some of the skills needed when using this framework for your reference.  This framework requires a process that differs from the typical exchange of opinions.

Respect – Please respect my opinions without judging them according to your own values.

Empathy – Try to get into my shoes and understand my situation from my frame of reference.

Honesty – Be genuine about respect and empathy.  Help me to see myself in my own light and accept that an idea you might reject might be a good idea to me.

Co-operative skills

Attending – Make me feel listened to, show interest.

Reflecting – Reflect back ideas – “Let me see if I have got this right.  You are saying …” Reflect back my ideas without interpreting or explaining them.  I can listen to the your reflection and check it for accuracy.  I can then evaluate my own position.  Do not reflect back only ideas that you think I should reconsider.

Focusing – You can help me understand my experience by eliciting a focus from me – “Right.  Out of all that, what is most interesting to you?” or refer back to something I said and ask “Do you want to say some more about that?”  Once again, do not draw my focus towards something you personally find interesting.

Thematizing – You can help me to discover themes within my experiences.  If I say two things that you think could be related, you could draw my attention to them and ask “Do you think there is a connection between the two points?”

Challenging – If you hear me make two contradicting statements you can help me by drawing my attention to them and asking me – “How do the two match up?”  You are challenging me within my own frame of reference.

Disclosing – You can offer an experience of you own to help me clarify what I’m saying.  You can say - “Oh if I do X, I feel Y, is it like that for you?”

Goal setting – I am trying to develop a goal for the classroom and then an investigation of that goal.

Trialling – Once a goal has been set, I need to talk through it step by step.  I need to check that it is well thought out and coherent.  You can help me to clarify the exact procedure, the link of procedure to purpose and the aids I might need.

Planning – We plan to be in contact again.  There might be things we need to read or other people we can consult with before then.
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