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THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO PROFESSIONAL LEARNING:
COLLABORATION
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Abstract

The paper aims at how to improve education service through exploring the practicable
methods of teaching collaboration. The paper concerns with the characteristics of effective teacher-
teacher collaboration. It highlights on how to establish an effective mechanic for administrative
teacher collaboration to promote the collaborative awareness. Teacher collaboration is a joint social
task in education, not an individual or specific one, which will be universally applied in the current
teaching. The paper reveals the approaches for teacher collaboration relate to education service
delivery and gives some suggestions in practice.

Keywords: Teaching collaboration, Co-teaching, Alternative teaching, and Team teaching.

INTRODUCTION

Teachers’ collaboration means many different things. They may refer to working together in a
classroom to instruct a group of students, at other times they may be describing meetings they attend
to discuss students who are transferring to the school, and they may also be reporting on the efforts of
the school’s staff development committee or any other situation in which they work closely with other
teachers. Collaboration refers to how teachers are carrying out a specific task or activity, not the nature
or purpose of the activity. Friend and Cook’s (1992) definition of collaboration is intentionally general
and takes this into account: “interpersonal collaboration is a style of direct interaction between at least
two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision making as they work toward a common
goal”(1992, p. 5). The paper aims at how to improve education service by the practices of teacher
collaboration, concerns with the relationship between the teacher collaboration and teaching. It
highlights on how to establish an effective mechanic for administrative teacher collaboration to
promote the collaborative awareness. Besides, it answers the question that the teacher collaboration is
a joint social task in education, not an individual or specific one, which will be universally applied in
the current teaching. The paper deals with the concrete approaches of teacher collaboration in current
school practice as well as reveals the characterization of teacher collaboration.

COLLABORATION

Collaborative classrooms seem to have four general characteristics. The first two capture
changing relationships between teachers and students. The third characterizes teachers' new
approaches to instruction. The fourth addresses the composition of a collaborative classroom.

Shared knowledge among teachers and students

In traditional classrooms, the dominant metaphor for teaching is the teacher as information
giver; knowledge flows only one way from teacher to student. In contrast, the metaphor for
collaborative classrooms is shared knowledge. The teacher has vital knowledge about content, skills,
and instruction, and still provides that information to students. However, collaborative teachers also
value and build upon the knowledge, personal experiences, language, strategies, and culture that
students bring to the learning situation.
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Consider a lesson on insect-eating plants, for example. Few students, and perhaps few
teachers, are likely to have direct knowledge about such plants. Thus, when those students who do
have relevant experiences are given an opportunity to share them, the whole class is enriched.
Moreover, when students see that their experiences and knowledge are valued, they are motivated to
listen and learn in new ways, and they are more likely to make important connections between their
own learning and "school" learning. They become empowered. This same phenomenon occurs when
the knowledge parents and other community members have is valued and used within the school.

Shared authority among teachers and students

In collaborative classrooms, teachers share authority with students in very specific ways. In
most traditional classrooms, the teacher is largely, if not exclusively, responsible for setting goals,
designing learning tasks, and assessing what is learned.

Collaborative teachers differ in that they invite students to set specific goals within the
framework of what is being taught, provide options for activities and assignments that capture
different student interests and goals, and encourage students to assess what they learn. Collaborative
teachers encourage students' use of their own knowledge, ensure that students share their knowledge
and their learning strategies, treat each other respectfully, and focus on high levels of understanding.
They help students listen to diverse opinions, support knowledge claims with evidence, engage in
critical and creative thinking, and participate in open and meaningful dialogue.

Teachers as mediators

As knowledge and authority are shared among teachers and students, the role of the teacher
increasingly emphasizes mediated learning. Successful mediation helps students connect new
information to their experiences and to learning in other areas, helps students figure out what to do
when they are stumped, and helps them learn how to learn. Above all, the teacher as mediator adjusts
the level of information and support so as to maximize the ability to take responsibility for learning.
This characteristic of collaborative classrooms is so important, we devote a whole section to it below.

Heterogeneous groupings of students

The perspectives, experiences, and backgrounds of all students are important for enriching
learning in the classroom. As learning beyond the classroom increasingly requires understanding
diverse perspectives, it is essential to provide students opportunities to do this in multiple contexts in
schools. In collaborative classrooms where students are engaged in a thinking curriculum, everyone
learns from everyone else, and no student is deprived of this opportunity for making contributions and
appreciating the contributions of others.

Thus, a critical characteristic of collaborative classrooms is that students are not segregated
according to supposed ability, achievement, interests, or any other characteristic. Segregation seriously
weakens collaboration and impoverishes the classroom by depriving all students of opportunities to
learn from and with each other. Students we might label unsuccessful in a traditional classroom learn
from "brighter" students, but, more importantly, the so-called brighter students have just as much to
learn from their more average peers. Teachers beginning to teach collaboratively often express delight
when they observe the insights revealed by their supposedly weaker students.
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THE APPROACHES FOR TEACHER COLLABORATION RELATE TO EDUCATION
SERVICE DELIVERY

Teacher collaboration as it relates to education services should not be considered in isolation
from other aspects of a collaborative school. With educational improvement for all students as the
overriding goal of collaborative schools (Smith & Scott, 1990), teacher collaboration regarding
students should be just another aspect of a school’s collaborative ethic and an integral part of the
school culture.

Applications of Collaborative Principles Collaboration cannot exist by itself. It can only occur
when it is associated with some program or activity that is based on the shared goals of the individuals
involved.

Depending upon their shared programmatic goals, educators can work together in many
diverse ways to deliver services to students. Laycock, Gable, and Korinek (1991 ) have described
several alternative formats or configurations that facilitate collaborative efforts to deliver educational
services. The following sections consider applications of collaboration that may be used for improving
the delivery of educational services to all students.

Co-teaching

Co-teaching is becoming a viable approach for instruction in many school situations. For
example, in some colleges, culture and English teachers are co-teaching classes that combine their
subject matter into a course called American Studies. Similarly, in middle schools, teams of teachers
are meeting regularly to discuss instructional issues and to monitor student progress. Many teachers,
regardless of level, contact colleagues to engage in shared classroom activities either formally or
informally.

This service delivery approach is also receiving increasing attention as a means of integrating
students into general education classes. In co-teaching designed for this purpose, two teachers--one a
general education teacher and the other a special education teacher--work primarily in a single
classroom to deliver instruction to a heterogeneous group of students.

Alternative Teaching

One teach, one observe or assist. In this type of co-teaching, both teachers are present, but one
often the general education teacher takes a clear lead in the classroom while the other gathers
observational data on students or “drifts” around the room assisting students during instruction. This
approach is simple; it requires little planning on the part of the teachers, and it provides the additional
assistance that can make a heterogeneous class successful. However, it also has serious liabilities. If
the same teacher consistently observes or assists, that teacher may feel like a glorified aide and the
students may have trouble responding to him or her as a real teacher. If this approach is followed, the
teachers should alternate roles regularly.

Station Teaching

In this approach, the teachers divide the content to be delivered and each takes responsibility
for part of it. In a classroom where station teaching is used, some of the students may be completing
independent work assignments or participating in peer tutoring. Although this approach requires that
the teachers share responsibility for planning to sufficiently to divide the instructional content, each
has separate responsibility for delivering instruction. Students benefit from the lower teacher-pupil
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ratio, and students may be integrated into a group instead of being singled out. Furthermore, because
with this approach each teacher instructs each part of the class, the equal status of both students and
teachers is maximized. One drawback to station teaching is that the noise and activity level may be
unacceptable to some teachers.

Parallel Teaching

The primary purpose of this type of co-teaching is to lower the student-teacher ratio. In
parallel teaching, the teachers plan the instruction jointly, but each delivers it to half of the class group.
This approach requires that the teachers coordinate their efforts so that the students receive essentially
the same instruction. This type of co-teaching is often appropriate for drill and practice activities,
projects needing close teacher supervision, and test review. As with station teaching approaches, noise
and activity levels may need to be monitored.

Team Teaching

The emphasis will be on two types in particular: pre-referral teams and multidisciplinary
teams. Pre-referral team is a term used to refer to all the team approaches that address students’
academic and behaviour problems prior to any consideration for education eligibility. Some teams
consist of only teachers, while some include others who can assist in assessing student difficulties and
supporting teachers.

SUGGESTIONS

In a collaborative relationship: Everyone has the right to be heard and the responsibility to
listen. Students are given guidelines/ expectations for positive behavior, according to the local
discipline/referral policy of the school. Communication regarding students is documented. The
administrator should always be kept informed. You are a professional. Know your local division’s
child study referral process. Don’t wait until the child is failing academically. Identify some people in
your school who can help.
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