Begin with the Teacher:  Professional Development for Teacher Learning and  Cooperative Learning
Celeste M. Brody

It is, indeed, an honor to be with you today to talk about teacher learning for cooperative learning because the question of teacher learning has been a passion of mine for over 30 years.  Today, we’ll use some of the same processes that the other keynote speakers have done this week to engage you in this topic.  I am also taking the opportunity as your final speaker at this conference to affirm what you may already know about teacher learning with a few moments at the end of this talk for you to reflect on your next steps and the commitments you will make to yourself and your colleagues about what you will take back to your schools, universities and organizations.


But first I want to share with you what drew me to cooperative learning many years ago.


I began my teaching as an 8th grade English teacher nearly 40 years ago and having no teacher preparation, I began pairing students up for a number of exercises because I needed to figure out very quickly how to get information about what they were thinking as fast as I could. I was literally learning how to teach one step ahead of my students.  And, in the process of putting students heads together, I listened and watched students and learned.  I became fascinated by their conversations and the ideas they generated in simple pair-shares.  I gained the confidence to venture further from these simple paired groups into small group activities but when a problem or difficulty arose—as it usually did—I really didn’t know why things went as they did and how I could effectively intervene.  


A few years later, I began teaching pre-service teachers and working with more experienced teachers.  Mostly, I wanted them to understand that how the classroom as a social system could work for them, to create more interesting and rich opportunities for group investigations and group projects.  I learned very quickly that these were complex and difficult processes for teachers to learn.  My guide in those days were two people I had yet to meet:  Dick and Patricia Schmuck, co-authors of the book Group Processes in the Classroom (1997), now in its 7th edition.  I believe I worked from their first edition!  It was my bible along with a few other now-classics in the field.  But it wasn’t until years later that I became introduced to what is now known as cooperative learning, the research and materials were, indeed, what made a difference in helping teachers successfully manage what we then called groupwork.  And, so launched my 30 year fascination with how to assist teachers in learning cooperative learning.


A bit later, I will ask you to share your story on what drew you to cooperative learning and why you learned cooperative learning because this is an important question to ask when we are helping teachers learn it.


Let’s begin by affirming ourselves as teachers.  Raise your hand, look around and find one person you have not talked with yet at the conference.  Grasp hands…Now simply introduce yourselves:  where you are from, and explain very briefly that you are a teacher.  Think:  Are you a teacher of children or adolescents?  Teacher of teachers?  Administrator as a teacher colleague?  A researcher who works with teachers?  Then select one word that your colleagues or your students would use to describe a positive quality to you as a teacher. Let me model this:  “Hello, I am Celeste and currently I am a dean who is a teacher working beside my teachers on instruction.  And, I am pleased to say that one thing my faculty say about me is that I listen well to them when they talk about teaching.”  (Provide two minutes for this exercise).

This person will be your partner for the other pairings we will do.


I entitled my speech with a directive for us as we leave this conference to begin with the teacher because I believe that the time we invest in understanding teacher learning will help us achieve deep change in schools
.  We are all here because we want to change schools in significant ways so all students can learn academically and socially.  And if cooperative learning is key to changing schools in deep ways, we need to understand much better than we do now, how teachers think about and adapt these approaches to their personal practical ways of teaching.  Because teachers most definitely do modify, change and adapt these approaches.  We need to know how best to do these things so that we can better coach, assist, support, teach and research with teachers.

In regard to this challenge of sustaining deep change in schools, we, educators,  know a great deal already:

We know, for example, that teaching is a relational craft and that cooperative learning sets the standard for relational pedagogy. What makes cooperative learning so rich and so attractive—are the same things that make it so exceptionally complex.  As we’ve seen so clearly in the presentations at this conference, cooperative learning can serve many different educational goals.   So much is possible; so much expected, yet there is really little that we know about what happens to students and teachers in regard  to cooperative learning, after the researchers and the trainers leave the classroom and the school.

Only recently—historically speaking, of course-- have we begun studying how teachers use cooperative learning and for what purposes.  We’ve been looking more specifically at what happens in the classroom through ethnographies and observational studies to learn about how teachers adapt cooperative learning to their instructional goals.  The results are disappointing but not unexpected; they are also very revealing.  

For example, we know that most teachers do not hold to even a generic, simple standard of cooperative learning.  Using just the two element standard for what is essential to cooperative learning:  positive interdependence and individual accountability—there is tremendous variability in how teachers express these two aspects, and what meaning they give to the importance of these in assessing successful groupwork.  The research that we have on teachers using cooperative learning over time indicates that we have achieved widespread surface acknowledgement of how important cooperative learning is to student achievement, but that it  plays out in school reality as more of an acceptance that groupwork is a good thing, with little connection to understanding the why and how of pro-social behavior or academic achievement.   As Robert Slavin once said years ago at another conference such as this (to paraphrase), “Teachers have had just enough cooperative learning to inoculate themselves against real change.”  We all know about some wonderful pockets of excellence but more often we know about the schools that have retrenched once large scale testing, for example, has come onto the scene; we know what happens when a supportive principal leaves.  

 If we are going to create significant and long lasting changes in schools that can be sustained over time we have to do many more things than we have time to consider this morning.  I will focus on the things that each of us has the power to influence in our own organizations and work lives.  These have to do with fostering a sensibility that puts teacher learning and development at the core, and that acknowledges the profoundly relational nature of personal and organizational change.  I will expand on four ideas I believe are fundamental and key to teacher learning and cooperative learning:
1. Consider cooperative learning as “deep change.”

 In my work with teachers I use a way of framework for cooperative learning that parallels this notion of deep change—because it confronts the fundamental relational nature of cooperative learning and helps teachers anticipate changes that will happen as they adopt cooperative learning …. 
Cooperative Learning is a System 
Which Re-structures Classroom and School:
Relationships
· Student to Student
· Student to Teacher

· Teacher to Teacher
·  Teacher to Administrator

· Students and Teachers to Knowledge and Knowing
Management

Teacher’s Role

Student Outcomes


This framework provides a way for teachers to explore their beliefs and anticipate the different changes that will happen when they begin to live cooperative learning through staff development processes.

For example, we know that high school teachers have been very slow to adopt cooperative learning.  Where there are strong subject area sub-cultures, such as within foreign language departments or mathematics departments, teachers share rich practical knowledge that dictates content, textbooks, even the sequencing of activities—and to change these things in any way is to disrupt relationships within departments, with peers and, of course, with the subject knowledge (Grossman & Stodolsky1995).  The first year French teacher, for example, knows that if his students don’t get to a certain point by the end of the school year, his relationship with his colleagues could be strained.  When a mathematics teacher begins alone to adopt cooperative learning he has to expect to communicate in new and different ways with her departmental colleagues.  Good ways, we hope!  But definitely different ways.  We all know that a teacher adopting cooperative learning alone or within a small group of committed colleagues, can face criticism, even ostracism, because what begins to happen in one classroom with one teacher changes relationships among peers.  When there is a lack of shared understandings about these factors in regard to cooperative learning there are often more conflicts and dilemmas for teachers adopting cooperative learning. It is very important in any school for teachers and administrators to hold an inclusive set of norms and beliefs about teaching and learning—as Lynda Baloche said earlier in the first keynote address—consensual definitions that reflect shared understandings..

We have all found that programs and approaches in cooperative learning that provide the community view of the school; that support teachers to develop new shared norms about management, discipline, core values, in other words, a chance to become conscious about the school and classroom as a social system—allow teachers to move more easily into cooperative processes, and do better at sustaining cooperative learning.  This assumes, of course, that the social system is continuously re-created and revisited for new teachers and administrators.  We have heard many examples of this during the conference.  The work of Carole Cooper on staff development in the pre-conference, Pam Wells in substantive conversations, Kathryn Markovchick and Corda Ladd of Maine Teachers Support Network as well as the Group Investigation approach developed by Yael Sharan
 provided us with tools and frameworks for the community view of the school.
2.   Understand how teachers naturally adapt and reconstruct cooperative learning within the framework of their beliefs

  Teacher learning efforts must take into account that teacher learning operates from the same complex systems of meaning making that students’ do—or we will fail in our quest for deep change.  Professional development processes need to first respect  teachers deeply held beliefs, while creating opportunities for teachers to examine them in regard to the innovation that they are learning.

We all gravitate toward teaching approaches and even particular approaches to cooperative learning that are congruent with our earlier practices, and we will “graft” new approaches on top of existing practices without altering classroom norms or routines because we are simply wired to maintain our personal systems of belief.  

Teachers’ beliefs are the personal practical theories of teaching we hold in regard authority, the nature of knowledge and knowing; the teacher’s role and conceptions of cooperative learning.  These are not the only indicators of belief but they are  four of the strongest areas that literature continually mentions (Nespor, 1987, Richardson, et. al., 1991, Brody, 1998, Coburn, 2003).
In terms of your beliefs, think about the following and the point from which you tend to make decisions about teaching and learning:  
· Authority—Do you believe, for example, that control in the classroom, and authority for what happens in terms of learning rests solely with the teacher?  Or are you more concerned about creating a learner centered environment where authority for knowledge is shared with students?  Perhaps you are guided by the belief that authority for knowledge, answers, new knowledge is actually co-constructed between students and teachers?   
· The nature of knowledge and knowing—For you:  Is knowledge a body of fixed or given information?  Is your primary responsibility to cover curriculum directed by an outside authority, such as a textbook or district curriculum guide?  Or do you believe that knowledge is primarily dynamic and changing?  A process related to inquiry? Or do you work from the premise that knowing is a result of community created among co-learners?
· The teacher’s role—Do you see yourself primarily as performer,  or a facilitator? Or something else?
· Conceptions of cooperative learning—Is it a technique, a tool; is it a vehicle for problem-solving? Pro-social learning? Or is it a philosophy?
Again, keep in mind that none of us live in either-or places—but I’ve simply emphasized great points of difference.

Let me share a story of how I first encountered this matter of beliefs with cooperative learning:  In a year-long training, I had a group of 30 teachers/administrators who were examining different approaches of cooperative learning.  Their goal was to understand the approaches and to reflect on how they could become part of their teaching repertoires and become the basis for future staff development programs at their schools.  All was going well until the third consultant came and explained the strategies and curriculum materials that had been developed from this well known approach.  My teachers/administrators summarily rejected it!  They described a negative sense of self while participating in the activities.  They criticized the conceptions of knowledge that formed the basis of the programs.  They argued that there was little evidence of problem-solving, opportunities for students to invent, create, critically think and construct their own meanings.  They were disturbed by the standardized curriculum of the program, the lack of emphasis upon social values and the use of competition to achieve academic ends.  Interestingly, they did appreciate the strong research base of this model.  But they did not think this model  was cooperative learning.  In fact, one teacher said that if this had been the only approach that she had ever been introduced to as cooperative learning, she would have rejected cooperative learning.  Powerful stuff for me to digest.

You could argue that these teachers didn’t understand thoroughly the approach or they wouldn’t have rejected it so quickly.  Possibly.  But I was witnessing how they screened this approach of cooperative learning for the assumptions about where authority resides in the classroom, who should be in control of the content to be taught; what the purpose of classroom management is, what role students would have in constructing knowledge, and what values are important to teach students.  And, I learned a powerful lesson about teachers’ professional development:  any school-level decision to import a particular approach of cooperative learning for faculty without accounting for the teachers’ beliefs and the philosophy on which the approach was based would be asking for problems and resistance right from the start.


How do we listen for teachers’ beliefs--? Intently and respectfully, of course!

First of all, beliefs are not cast in concrete.  But they are often unconscious; they are the frameworks that guide our actions particularly when we face dilemmas and situations that are problematic—they can change through conscious reflection and professional development that operates from a place of respect and regard for the teacher.  Beliefs change through opportunities for learning cooperative learning that start at the point where teachers problem-atize their classroom situation—I call this the Wedge of Dissatisfaction—that is, at the point where they are not satisfied with what is happening in the classroom in regard to teaching and learning.  From that knowing point we invite teachers to apply cooperative learning principles within their zone of personal development.  This takes time and a supportive context where vulnerability and openness are valued; where teacher efforts however small, are acknowledged with sincere regard.  Beliefs change when the relationships between teachers,  students and administrators change—through dialogue, reflection and with time.

We can tease out beliefs through active listening to one another—always through a lens of wonder and fascination for the other person’s experience.  I never categorize beliefs but listen carefully for opportunities for dialogue.  Now,  if I could, I would ask each of you some questions directly—because by listening I might be able to understand your framework for making decisions, your beliefs.  Only by observing you in teaching and then figuring out how to enter where you are in your learning process, could I really be of any true assistance—in the deep way I described earlier.  Of course you can do this, too.  Teachers and school administrators learn to make this process a core in their work with one another through regular time for interview, substantive conversations, peer coaching and reflection.
 Here is what  I wonder about for each of you:

· How did you first learn cooperative learning; what drew you to it?  

· What keeps you going with it?  
· How have you adapted what you learned—to your particular students or situation?  

· How do you know that what you are doing is cooperative learning?  

· What kinds of tasks do you assign to your cooperative learning groups?  

· What do you see happening when groups are going really well?  

· Not well?  Then, what do you do? 

· What was one memorable problem you’ve have had with cooperative learning and what solutions did you come up with to solve it?  

· What advice would you give to another teacher who is interested in starting cooperative learning?


During the next five minutes, I invite you to share with a partner in this room, your story about how your first learned cooperative learning—what drew you to it?


This is an interview activity—Would you listen carefully to your partner?  Two minutes, please. Then change.  Can you summarize what you have in common and how you were different?  Can you each identify your “wedge of dissatisfaction?”

If teachers would take the time to interview one another at the beginning of the year or when they are learning a new approach, they would reduce many stereotypes and false expectations of one another. By using these kinds of questions—and others that ask you to describe what your hopes are and your goals for your learning, you open the door to allowing others to understand your fundamental beliefs. You’d provide insight into how you use classroom management, your role in the classroom, and what you believe to be the nature of knowledge and knowing; finally you’d give us a glimpse of how you think students best learn.  And, most importantly you would reveal your “wedge of dissatisfaction” your point from which meaningful change will occur.  

I have worked with teachers who hold very different beliefs and are in very different places in regard to these areas.  There are teachers who believe that their primary educational goal is to transmit information and students are to commit this to memory or mastery.  For these teachers cooperative learning becomes a tool for mastery—and this is a very good beginning for teachers to observe how students do construct knowedge.  There are teachers who do understand and value that students engage in inquiry process, but they are literally stuck on how to manage this with so many students.  Often a program such as Tribes that develops the social skills of students, is a way to facilitate their learning and growth.  Each of these teachers with different educational beliefs can work together in a school.  But levels of development can happen in a school if all teachers are supported with the understanding that they are working within their zone of personal development on behalf of student learning.  All teachers are working from their wedge of dissatisfaction outward toward change.


Although the greatest educational shift in beliefs has been from the paradigm that we call the transmission approach to those we call transactional models, we are all somewhere between the two paradigms.  We all live with contradictions in our own practices and we certainly have to navigate the constraints and dilemmas that arise from working in organizations.   Cooperative learning is part of that shift and teachers who believe in active involvement of students; that learners are the center of the classroom and that authority for knowledge can be shared with students; that the teacher is a facilitator rather than the sole director of what happens in the classroom;  that cooperative learning fosters problem solving—these teachers usually have an easier time sustaining cooperative learning even when other organizational factors work against them.  But there is a limit to what teachers can do alone.  Indeed, we have an ethical obligation—each one of us-- to foster work environments that represent the same principles we wish to hold for students.  

This brings us to our third point today:
3.  Build collaborative school cultures with and through teachers that will support the change process and foster continuous learning (Carol Rolheiser & Laurie Stevahn, 1998).

I am paraphrasing a key idea that Carol Rolheiser and Laurie Stevahn—both international contributors to our understanding of cooperation and professional development--emphasize in their work with teachers-- that teachers must build collaborative school cultures…..teachers with administrators must do the work.  We will acquire mastery, we will change our beliefs; we will change our schools when we experience one another differently in the process of doing the work of teaching.  Teachers must live cooperative learning through all of the fundamental structures of the school—within small groups, large groups, with partners and as individuals—with ample time for reflection.:
· through collaborative planning within department or grade levels; 
· through faculty meetings conducted with cooperative learning strategies that respect teachers participation and time;
· Through peer coaching processes

and –equally importantly—

· through action research that provides teachers with the tools to engage the questions of cooperative learning implementation.  

 
I will mention two key factors about professional development for teachers learning cooperative learning:  

First, teachers need experience with programs and processes that foster approaches to the skills that create learning communities within a school so that they can together craft the norms relative to managing students, and how problems are to be solved. They need to create shared norms for social and academic performance.  Students want the same, yes, but teachers must lead the process.  I think investment in these types of activties and programs produce the most sustained results.

Secondly teachers need to stay with an approach for enough time to learn it so that they can apply it “at will,” and that is typically three to five years—but when new programs or models of cooperative learning are introduced—as well they should be-- teachers need time to resolve the questions—
· How do programs interface with one another? 
· How do my values and beliefs coincide with that of the programs’? 
· What is the time line needed to create even a modicum of improvement in student learning?  
· What is the kind of organization do we want to create through this professional development effort?

These questions bring us to our last consideration—and that is a reminder :

4.   Approach teacher learning from the heart

This week we have experienced together one of the most unique learning communities in the world—a community that holds itself to the highest standards of cooperation.  We had the privilege of experiencing firsthand what an organization committed to teacher learning looks like—and sounds like:

· Educators  from all over the world anxious and were willing to share what they know and don’t know about cooperative learning and cooperation in schools and universities.  

· Teachers willing to participate fully in a spirit of care and concern for one another. 

In a delightful new book of poetry on teaching called, Teaching with Fire (2003), one of the editors Sam Intrator, said,:  


“Meaningful and enduring change cannot happen without individuals’ convening in community to speak to those potent hopes and concerns that live in the center of our hearts and minds.”  Surely none of you would be here, convening this very special community, if you didn’t envision a better world for students and yourselves as their guides.  
I ask each of you to reflect for a few moments on what you are committed to re-creating in your own organizations, on behalf of your teacher colleagues, for your growth and for change that can be sustained? (Stop and share:  What is the commitment you’ll make to continue as you leave this conference?)
  
Each of us has the power and responsibility to create change in our communities by honoring one another; inviting one another to find our “wedge of dissatisfaction,” to listen to one another’s beliefs and hopes and through dialogue encourage change, and to commit to re-defining with our colleagues the shared norms that stimulate inquiring yet safe communities.  Each one of us can begin with the teacher—and the teacher may be you, or a colleague, or a department of teachers, or a school or an organization .

This, of course, takes courage.  We need to remember that deep change takes courage, and cour-age literally, from French means: of the heart,  actions from the heart. 

Teaching is heart-work.  Cooperative learning is about changing fundamental relationships to one another, to how knowledge is constructed and even to one-self.  That takes the most courage of all.  But we have the power.

Heart-work.  Relationship.  Deep Change.  Cooperation.  We have the tools.  We have the power to make a difference in our families, classrooms, schools, colleges and communities.  
I will be pleased to answer questions.
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