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Abstract

Collaborative collegial learning among teacher educators is not new but is hardly a popular practice in the higher education. This is a story about how teacher educators participated in a collaborative learning project in enhancing curriculum development and professional learning for a Train-the-trainer Course in the Hong Kong Institute of Education. As green horns to collaborative learning, the quartet found the experiences demanding professionally and intellectually challenging for the project aims at exploring the possibilities and difficulties of building cooperation in school among teacher educators and course participants. Peer journaling, collaborative planning and classroom observation were organized for professional and collegial exchanges and learning while course participants were invited to give feedback in promoting better learning and developing better learning materials for the trainers. Benefits such as participant-centered curriculum and reflective practices by means of peer coaching and journaling are considered in the paper. Difficulties such as the pressure of being observed by others, reluctance to open one’s own classroom for peer observation, and taking the role of critical friend among the group during the course are discussed. Various issues crucial to the success of the cooperation are identified and discussed. Significant implications for practitioners intended to practise cooperative and collaborative learning in school are drawn from this project. 

INTRODUCTION
Collaborative learning among teacher educators is not new but it has never been a popular practice among teachers. It has a long history. A more recent beginning of collaborative learning can be traced back in the late 1960s in Britain (Mason, 1970; Holt, 1988) and as a new kind of school organization in American in the mid 1950s (Shaplin and Olds, 1964). In the higher education, collaboration is relatively more common but hardly a popular practice among teachers (Lam et al., 2002). It is not surprising for Bruffee (1999) to comment that very little research has been done on collaborative learning in college and university setting. This paucity of research has contributed to “an inappropriate understanding of knowledge” (p.83). This paper represents an effort of exploration of peer cooperation and collaboration in higher education in search of professional development and curriculum improvement. This peer collaboration project started from an idea of team planning, teaching and observation and curriculum development as a way towards quality education in higher education setting.

PEER COLLABORATION

The word ‘peer’ is defined as “a person who has equal standing with another, as in rank, class or age” (The American Heritage Dictionary); “an equal” (Oxford English Dictionary). It follows that peer collaboration signifies a partnership or alliance with people of equal status working together. Collaboration can be interpreted in different ways such as a pair, a small group or even a community depending on the number of participants in the alliance. Collaboration may also take many forms of interaction (Dillenbourg, 1999). It can be face-to-face or computer-mediate; it can be project-based or task-based. In regardless of the differences in size and partnership, peer collaboration aims at a non-hierarchical participation in the accomplishment of some shared goals and work which are beneficial to individual participants and the collaborative team. 

Although it is not a must, peer collaboration often commences with some degree of mutual understanding and closeness. These are the two essential elements for initial cooperation among partners. Forming alliance with others often means that partners would work together cooperatively and to take care of the team’s development and learning with dedication (Shaplin and Olds, 1964). While individual participant works together in solving problem and accomplishing various tasks, the collaborative team develops and strengthening the peer group identity. Collaboration should be better understood as a process of becoming as the alliance is given increased responsibility for their own learning and as a product in terms of the accomplishments of some agreed goals and objectives.  
WHAT IS COLLABORATIVE LEARNING
One simple way to define collaborative learning provided by Dillenbourg (1999, p.2) as “a situation in which two or more people learn or attempt to learn something together”. Collaborative learning builds on the idea that learning is social (Adams and Hamm, 1996, p.10). People working together provide the opportunities to share, respond, interact actively in collaborative tasks and to grow out of that collaborative experience as a team as well as individuals.  

A distinction between collaborative learning and learning alone is helpful. The difference between learning from being alone and learning from collaboration is obvious. The former is an individual endeavour while the latter is a team-work undertaking. Some tasks cannot be achieved without the cooperation with other; some experiences can only be attained by working with others. Learning alone and learning collaboratively generate different drives for learning and professional development. These two different modes also generate completely different kinds of knowledge and learning attributed to specific dynamics generated by peers. 

Peers do not learn because they are two (Dillenbourg, 1999, p.2) but because the specific characteristics of team work. The interactive and cooperative nature of collaboration triggers specific reciprocal mechanism and activities which make people work together. The ‘peer’ nature of the collaboration also provides equal and non-hierarchical working opportunities for mutual understanding and sharing of responsibility which is conducive to collegial professional development and empowerment (Dillenbourg, 1999; Baker, et al., 1999). This kind of learning experience is unique to peer collaboration. The use of ‘peer’ in collaboration and professional development is to ensure that the activity is divorced evaluation (Capobianco, 1999) and status and power differentials can be minimized (Showers, 1985, p.47). The failure of clinical supervision is a good indication of why peer review is crucial (Smyth, 1991). Free flow of responses and active mutual sharing can be asssured in such a condition; otherwise the flow can be one-way and might well be judemental. 

TEACHER COLLABORATION
Teacher collaboration is just one form of professional learning which makes use of cooperation and the power of interdependence among peers (Bruffee, 1999. p.xii). This kind of collaboration has been a standard practice for many professional such as lawyers, scholars, businessmen. They work together on focused problems. However, collegial cooperation among teachers is not a common practice in schools and university (Bruffee, 1999; Lam, et al., 2002). The new waves of school reforms such as the promotion of peer observation and coaching (Gottesman and Jennings, 1994), collegial consultation (Goldsberry, 1980) and school-based curriculum development are gradually changing organizational structures from top-down management to school-based management, which encourages more collaboration among peers  (Adams and Hamm, 1996; Ngan and Li, 2002). Also, more attention has been paid to the negatives effects caused by the psychological isolation that characterized most schools (Sparks, 1983) and the recognition of the empowerment by collegial work (Buckley, 2000; Lam et al., 2002). This accelerates the adoption of collegial approach in teaching in schools, ultimately encourages the practice of teacher collaboration in the teaching profession. Collegiality, team teaching and peer coaching are different terms used to describe collegial cooperation which frees teachers from traditional isolation of the classroom. 

Teacher collaboration can be applied to accomplish different tasks and goals. It depends on the participants’ understanding and mastery of the craft but works well in different settings with different combination of peers. Glatthorn (1987) identifies five common assignments in which teachers can work collaboratively: professional dialogue, curriculum development, action research, peer supervision and peer coaching. In terms of coaching models, Garmston (1987) listed three different ways in which teachers improve their classroom practice and to resolve persistent problems in their instruction. Studies have shown that collaborative efforts do make a difference in teacher achievement and development (Joyce and Showers, 1988; Johnson and Johnson, 1987; 1994).
THE COLLABORATION PROJECT



This report is about a collaboration project
 among peer teacher educators. The collaboration project was a completely new experience for all the project participants. There are four project participants in this project are all staff member from the Hong Kong Institute of Education. At that time the project participants were all green horns to peer collaborative activities. It was our belief that peer coaching and team planning were practical means to enhance professional and curriculum development among teacher educators that initiated us to embark on such a partnership. We believed that, as teacher educators, it is best for us to experience peer collaboration before we could actually teach our students to do so. It was also a means for us to tackle the isolation in the teaching profession. Most of all, we have known each other for quite a number of years and there has been sufficient mutual understanding and trust among us to open our classroom for our peers and to invite each other to be our critical friends. 
We treated this project as a way for experiencing peer collaboration in teacher education rather than investigating how effective peer coaching or collaboration is in improving teaching skills and curriculum development. To us, the participation of this project was a journey to feel and to live through the collaboration. Thus, we set up some loose but experiential objectives for the project except for the last one which we had to come up with a revised set of course materials:
i. to build up a constructive, trustworthy and supportive teaching environment which is essential for continuous professional advancement;

ii. to promote an open and non-judgemental but critical atmosphere for classroom teaching;

iii. to improve teaching quality by constant reflection on and raising the awareness of colleagues’ own teaching and learning;

iv. to improve teaching quality and thus learning quality by obtaining constant feedback from student participants;
v. to develop an effective approach of teaching and a set of teaching materials based on course participants’ needs

THE EVALUATION OF THE PROJECT

For the purpose of evaluating the project and to facilitate reflection among us, each of us agreed to keep an interactive learning journal. After each lecture, the one who delivered the lecture had to write his or her reflection on the dlivery and others would write their reflection based on the observation of the lesson. All journals were passed to each other and reflective feedback was added on each entry. Each of the lectures delivered was video-taped to facilitate post-observation discussion and as a documentation of our work in peer collaboration. We also invited one of our peers to be an independent observer and our ‘critical friend’ to attend our meeting and to keep an eye with our progress. She would not participate in our planning of the lecture but she was free to observe our classes. However, she could attend our weekly meeting and planning session. She was also give access to all our journals and documents such as teaching materials, teaching guidelines and student evaluation, related to the Project. She had to write an independent report at the end of the programme to evaluate how well we have done and accomplished the objectives specified
. 
THE COURSE FOR THE COLLABORATION PROJECT

The course chosen for the Collaboration Project was the Basic Course in Instructional Techniques (BIT). It was a Part-time Day Release Programme of 60 hours of training programme. The course participants have to come to attend the course one day a week for 10 consecutive weeks. It is designed for instructors and trainers, working in industries and commercial fields, to acquire basic knowledge and skills in instructional science and to develop their competence in instructional design and delivery. It is expected that the course participants would have a basic competence in instructional delivery to help them to train the trainees in the own companies. It has a wide populace in the local community. 

THE RESULTS

We have different way to evaluate the project. We had regular meetings for planning our lessons and after lecture observation. Interactive reflective journals were kept to enhance self-reflection and professional development. We organized meetings with the course participants and the use of evaluation questionnaires to evaluate our performance in the delivery. Our critical friend offer independent opinions on our progress. Here is a brief summary of the results:
(a) Independent Evaluation Report from the ‘Critical Friend’
It is good to see the comments made in the Independent Evaluation Report at the end of the course. As a whole, the Report said, “The project put forth by the four teaching staff of HKIEd [The Hong Kong Institute of Education] was a challenging and successful attempt”. She also commented that “the peer partners have successfully enhanced collegiality through peer observation. It is admirable that they [the project participants] had built up a constructive, trustworthy and supportive teaching environment which is essential for [an] everlasting professional advancement”. She continued in the Report that “The four teacher educators had started a good model and a right track in this project. They had grasped essential keys for the success of any reflective practice. …. The informative, supportive and collaborative communication process thus developed has created an empowering environment for further professional development of the peer”. She also commented that the forms used in the project such as evaluation forms for the lectures delivered, course evaluation form and those to stimulate reflection were well-designed and effectiveness for the purpose. 

The Independent Report also found that “The peers [the project participants] were right in the beginning that they never forget the concept ‘reflective practitioner’ requires not only “behavioural change” of the reflective process but also other forms of components [elements] such as each individual’s appreciation system, attitudes and abilities of each person. … For example, peer tutors [project participants] went through rigorous process of reframing and reconstructing past understandings and teaching experiences in such a way as to generate fresh appreciation of the puzzlement they each had about ‘adult learning’ in teacher education”.  

Our critical friend also found some issues and problem in our project. She commented that the team had work very hard in their reflection but were not doing enough to try out possible means to solve some practical issue: They [the project participants] had identified some issue or problem in their teaching and had suggested strategies for improvement. What they had not followed was to experiment with the suggestions in dealing with the problem”. That is, we were able to identify issues but were not able to or successful in tackling these issues. The Independent Report said the project participants could keep on trying until we knew what went wrong. Obviously, she was suggesting a kind of action research approach to our teaching. 
In her concluding remarks, she added that “this peer observation project was a fruitful and encouraging one. The most striking thing I learnt from the peers was the way and professional attitude they had demonstrated during the project”. “The group has my [the ‘critical friend’] appreciation and highest respect”. 

(b) Project Participants’ Own Evaluation

As a whole, the project participants felt refreshed and empowered by the peer collaboration experiences. These experiences were valuable for our own professional development as well as for gaining a deeper understanding about collaborative learning in teacher education. It would be appropriate to quotes a few lines from our reflective journals to show our own comments towards the project:
· “We have built up a collegial relationship, trust and mutual understanding crucial for further collaboration and cooperation.”

· “The collaboration really gave me more support, confidence, and encouragement. In turn I would work harder to prepare my lectures and be more committed to my teaching.”

· “Peer observation did give me pressure but it also gave me good opportunities to reflect upon my teaching and get others’ comments to improve my performance in daily teaching.”

· “I never know I can have so much to write about and to share [in this journal]. I have been writing pages of words for the lesson observed. It’s great to have such ideas and I know I am learning things from the reflection.”

(c) Evaluation from the Course Participants
Course participants’ feedback and evaluation are good indicators of teachers’ performance. The project sought course participants’ ideas on how the course could be improved. End of the course questionnaire evaluation was also conducted. The results were promising. The course participants appreciate the works of the project participants and their delivery. Here is the summary of the major results of the end of the course evaluation questionnaires:
	
	Very good
	Good
	Satisfactory
	Poor
	Very poor

	Course aims achieved
	50%
	46%
	5%
	0%
	0%

	Course content
	27%
	60%
	13%
	0%
	0%

	Delivery of lectures
	24%
	61%
	15%
	0%
	0%

	Administration
	15%
	66%
	19%
	0%
	0%

	Overall
	11%
	89%
	0%
	0%
	0%


(d) The Course Materials

At the end of the project, the project participants were able to revise the course materials taking into the consideration of the course participants’ needs and the project participants’ experiences in lectures. However, there were no big changes in the materials. Part of the reason has been reflected in their questionnaires – over 80% of the course participants found the materials good. The other reason was that the course materials have been revised twice in the last ten years. In addition, what is worth noting is by means of observation, team planning and post observation meetings, the quality of delivery can be maintained throughout the course. This certainly has an effect on the course participant’s acceptance of the course materials and their suggestions for improvement. 
To conclude, as a whole, the collaboration project has achieved its aims and objectives as listed above convincingly. What is not measurable is the valuable experiences that the participants have gained from the collaborative work throughout the project. The trust and mutual understanding the emerged from the daily cooperation and collaboration becomes the biggest asset of our professional development and sources for continuous learning. It is the ‘hidden curriculum’ that is priceless and remains to be the drive force for further collaboration and exploration of collegial cooperation
. The experience is really overwhelming that we have been conducting seminars to disseminate the idea of peer observation and collaboration in the Institute.
PROBLEMS AND DIFFICULTIES

The participants appreciated the chance of working cooperatively in the project to experience collegiality. Here are some of the problems encountered by us. We believe these problems are common to many peer collaboration projects. 
(a) Lack of Time

Time seems to be our biggest enemy. It is very difficult for us to find time to attend meetings, observe lectures, participate in post-observation conferences and to write journals and feedback for others. Indeed, some of us were not able to observe others’ lectures and had to watch them by video. It is not uncommon for us to delay reading others’ journal and giving feedback. It is fortunate that four of us have form a team. Otherwise, we were not able to take care of the administration work associated with the project. It is also not true that our workload was not heavy in the Institute. Indeed, our teaching load was one of the heaviest among the universities in Hong Kong.
(b) Knowledge and Skills Needed

Peer collaboration, observation, team approach to lesson planning, etc require special knowledge and skills. Knowing these skills and knowledge in books is quite different from actually practicing it in our daily teaching. We were all strangers to peer observation, writing journals and team work at the start of the project, let alone fulfilling our objectives. While the project participants tried hard to read relevant reference materials to equip ourselves, most of the participants were acquiring these skills and knowledge by actually doing it. With hindsight, good preparation is necessary but not sufficient. Dedication and commitment are more essential in peer collaboration.  
(c) Pressure and Tension of Participation

Another way of interpreting the lack of time is the pressure of participation in the project. Participating in the project did not mean the project participants would have less workload. Quite the contrary, we had extra workload added on our own shoulders. One example is sufficed to explain the pressure and tension faced by us. I remembered in a meeting after the project had commenced for the first week, one of the project participants had asked for departure of the project. The peer found it difficult to cope with the demand of workload and pressure generated from the regular peer observation while undertaking his own doctoral study. We knew it was a difficult decision but we also knew where did the pressure and tension come from? With the support and encouragement from all the other project participants, he continued to join the collaboration. 
Learning to collaborate with others is not just a matter of doing things with others. It is more than division of jobs and duties. There are a lot of issues involved. Peer observation means to have the courage to open one’s classroom for critical scrutiny. Very often, opening one’s classroom requires a willingness to admit one’s shortcomings in teaching while committed to improving it by learning from others. We have to learn not to get our ego too involved. We have to learn to respect others and to have the willingness to improve oneself. Meaningful collaborative experience will not result if members are worried an absolute equal share of duties; it is not easy to open ourselves to accept others’ opinion and to give critical comments without getting judgemental. All this needs to be learned and takes courage. If there is anything going off track, the partners have to be liberal and tolerate while trying every means to correct it. Otherwise, team work would not bear fruits. 

IMPLICATIONS

It is important to tell people who are interested in collaborative work to have good preparation before they embark on similar project or task. Good preparation includes getting enough support from the institute in which the team works, a good understanding of collegial practice and a good mastery of the skills required. Collaboration, no doubt, is a challenging and valuable experience to have but also a difficult battle to conquer for those who are less prepared. 

Nurturing team spirit, commitment and mutual understanding is never an easy task. It takes two to form a team and alliance but it takes appreciation, dedication and tolerance to build positive collegial relationship that is productive and valuable to professional development. Taking into consideration of this project team, we have known each other for some years and have been working closely in the same department. It might well be safe to suggest that closeness and intimacy might well be essential to start a collaboration. 
It is a cliché to say “Think big but start small”. However, it is a piece of precious advice for inexperienced collaborators: Don’t be too ambitious! Try one or two things at a time and accumulate your experience until you can cope with some big tasks in a collaboration project. Otherwise, ambitious plan will easily ruin your confidence and threatened your confidence when you know how demanding collaboration might be. With hindsight, we can now tell others that the objectives are just too ambitious for green horns. 

Our experience tells us that support from the institute or school for teacher collaboration is very crucial. This kind of support, such as financial support for hiring research assistants or workload reduction, will release the pressure encountered by the peer. This kind of support also send strong message that the administrators are positive to collegiality. It also encourage more like-minded people to form partners to better serve the students and to empower themselves through productive alliance. Professional development should be encouraged among teachers. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS
Teacher collaboration should be better understood as a process by which a union of teachers work together to accomplish a task for their own professional development. This experiment shows that colleagues are our best resources. However, this resource seems to have been neglected and seldom valued in school and universities. Teachers have the capacity and desire to examine their own teaching, make changes and to explore new things by working closely together. Our modest proposal after experiencing the culture of collaboration is: collegial cooperation is worth trying for all practitioners. Teachers’ working place should not just be a place for student learning. It is also a place for practitioners to learn and to advance professionally. 
Confucius once said, “Three men in a group, one must be my teacher and I can choose the good one to follow”. Team work should aspire to function as a small professional learning community where teachers share and learn from each other. It is an empowering and challenging task of taking up the responsibility for team learning. Not only that it is a good way to tackle isolation in the teaching profession but also a good way to strengthen collegiality among committed and respected colleagues. However, it is important to note that true collaborative culture does not grow out of administrators’ vision alone. It is best to be nurtured on a voluntary basis with support from the administrators. Contrived collegiality is not difficult to establish but genuine collaboration takes time and determination. 
Collegial cooperation serves as a caring and support group that helps individual over rough turf. Collegiality offers the possibility for collaborators to reflect, to experiment and share frustration and success. Respect and mutual understanding, trust and acceptance are the keys to form a caring team relationship. Only this kind of relationship can encourage partners to be open, exploratory, and to be risk-taking; without it collegial professional development cannot go far. However, the lack of time, the fear of making mistakes and being evaluated are still the major problems adversely affecting the development of teacher collaboration.
Bibliography

Adams, D. & Hamm, M. (1999). Cooperative learning: Critical thinking and collaboration across the curriculum (2nd ed.). Springfield, Ill.: Charles C Thomas Publisher.

Baker, M., Hansen, T., Joiner, R. & Traum, D. (1999). The role of grounding in collaborative tasks. In Dillenbourg, P. (Ed.). (1999). Collaborative learning: Cognitive and computational approaches (pp. 31-63). Oxford: Pergamon.

Bruffee, K.A. (1999). Collaborative learning: Higher education, interdependence, and the authority of knowledge (2nd ed.). Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Buckley, F.J. (2000). Team teaching: What, why, and how? Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Capobianco, L.J. (1999). Peer coaching: An effective means of increasing collegiality for professional growth. Unpublished Ed D Dissertation of Seton Hall University. 

Dillenbourg, P. (Ed.). (1999). Collaborative learning: Cognitive and computational approaches. Oxford: Pergamon.

Garmston, R.J. (1987). How administrators support peer coaching. Educational Leadership, 44(1), 18-26.

Glatthorn, A.A. (1987, November). Cooperative professional development: Peer-centered options for teacher growth. Educational Leadership, 44(3), 31-35.

Goldsberry, L. (1980). Colleague consultation: Supervision augmented. In Rubin, I. (Ed.). Critical issues in educational policy: An administrator’s overview (pp. 335-344). Boston, Mass. Allyn and Bacon.

Gottesman, B.L. & Jennings, J.O. (1994). Peer coaching for educators. Lancaster: Technomic.

Holt, M. D. (1988). Collaborative learning from 1911-1986: A socio-historical analysis. Unpublished Dissertation of the University of Texas.

Johnson, D.W. & Johnson, R.T. (1987). Research shares the benefits of adult cooperation. Educational Leadership, 44(2), 27-30.

Johnson, D.W. & Johnson, R.T. (2003). Leadership the cooperative school (Chinese Trans. by Tang, Z.Q.). Shanghai: Shanghai Educational Publishing House.

Joyce, B. & Showers, B.(1983). Student achievement through staff development. New York: Longman.

Lam, T.S., Yu, W.M., & Li, W.S. (2002). Peer coaching: Theory and practice (in Chinese). Hong Kong: The Hong Kong Institute of Education.

Mason, E. (1970). Collaborative learning. London: Ward Lock Educational.

Ngan, M.Y. & Li, C.K. (2002). Peer coaching and school culture. In Li, C.K. (Ed.) Curriculum, Teaching and School Reform (pp. 126-148) (in Chinese). Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press.

Shaplin, J.T. & Olds, H.F., Jr. (Eds.) (1964). Team teaching. New York: Harper & Row.

Showers, B. (1985, April). Teachers coaching teachers. Educational Leadership, 42(7), 43-48.

Smyth, J. (1991). Teachers as collaborative learners. Milton Keynes: Open University Press.

Sparks, G.M. (1983, November). Synthesis of research on staff development for effective teaching. Educational Leadership, 41(3). 65-72.

� The Project was known as “Improving Quality of Classroom Teaching through Collaborative Classroom Observation”. It was funded by the Teaching Development Grant under the Teaching and Learning Quality Assurance Committee of the Hong Kong Institute of Education. The name did not truly reflect our aim and our tasks we wanted to accomplished when you compare the objectives listed in the next page. 


� It has to be made clear that the Committee who approved the project did not require us to have an independent report at the end of the project. It is just our intention to have a peer to see how we go with the project.


� Since then, the participants have jointly co-authored two books on peer collaboration. 
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