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Abstract
Schools may be full of good teachers, but many have been accustomed to working
alone in silos. Professional development has traditionally focused on the individual
teacher seeking growth in a particular area of content or practice with little impact on
the school or student learning overall. Research supports collaborative approaches to
professional learning as having a significant impact on school improvement. In 2018,
Collaborative Professional Learning (CPL) was developed and implemented in the
context of Barker College Junior School with all class teachers participating.

Why?
“Collaboration is the new chorus line for innovation and improvement. The OECD strongly
promotes it, many teacher unions are behind it and more and more governments see the
point in it. The evidence that, in general, professional collaboration benefits students and
teachers alike is almost irrefutable. Professional collaboration boosts student achievement,
increases teacher retention and enhances the implementation of innovation and change.”
(Hargreaves A & O’Connor MT, p.vi, 2017).
It is clear that the current paradigm shift in teacher professional development is no longer
that of supporting the acquisition of knowledge and skills, but rather involves teachers
playing an active role in the construction and co-construction of professional knowledge.
Evidence clearly shows that in order to have a positive impact upon the outcomes of
learners, teachers need to engage in a clear and focused process of professional change.
Essentially, teachers need to work together to identify authentic teaching or learning
issues that their students face. They subsequently need to work collaboratively and
interdependently to identify new ways of solving these issues or problems. Finally, they
need to trial and refine new pedagogical approaches before adding them to their
own teaching repertoire or suggesting these approaches to others. To enable this to
happen in the Junior School, I developed a model known as Collaborative Professional
Learning (CPL), drawing upon evidence about effective professional learning to inform its
design. CPL contains all of the elements that the research evidence supports, reflecting
components of the Lesson Study framework and underpinned by a GROWTH coaching
ideology.
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All Pre-Kindergarten to Stage 3 teachers were involved in the CPL process in 2018 with
a clear purpose: to improve student learning outcomes and develop teaching practice,
whereby we can become a community working to achieve a common goal, embedded in
inquiry, responsive to feedback and always up for a good argument.

How?
The CPL process involved class teachers working in pairs through a series of steps:
1.

identify a student learning need in their class

2.

consult research and their own or others’ experience to hypothesise a solution

3.

collaboratively develop a lesson or strategy through GROWTH coaching
conversations - facilitating, clarifying and deepening each other’s thinking

4.

one teacher teaches their lesson while the other observes, focusing on agreed criteria
and aspects of student learning

5.

swap roles

6.

reflect upon and evaluate the lessons

7.

share, document and apply new understandings

This form of teacher professional development encourages a learning culture. The 2016
OECD paper identified that a key factor to becoming a Learning Organisation is ‘learning
to learn’, the notion of collective responsibility; the sense that all members have a stake
in all students’ and each other’s learning, development and success. Our practice should
be open to the scrutiny and feedback of others and we should regularly reflect together
on how to solve student learning problems, learning how to enhance our practice. Whilst
this sounds like an achievable outcome, the OECD findings recognise that teachers need
the right conditions and support to make this happen. My aim was to develop these
conditions, within the constraints of our busy timetable, as well as the many and varied
responsibilities of our classroom teachers.
In the design of the CPL framework, provision of time allocated by the school was essential
for collaborative working, collective learning and evaluation. Through the CPL process for
each group of teachers, a schedule included staff meeting time allocated to meeting in
stage groups, as well as time for teachers to meet within the school day for collaboration
and reflection. Teachers were required to find time to observe one another teach the
lessons they had planned collaboratively.

49 • Barker Institute Learning in Practice

Challenges
The problem with collaboration is that it cannot be mandated; people either choose to
cultivate their skills and attitudes, or they do not. They may be restricted by limited selfawareness. Regardless, collaboration in the form of CPL offered class teachers a way of
ensuring that their professional learning makes a positive difference, where it matters most
of all, in the classroom.
As with any initiative, time is indispensable. Success of the model required support from
the Junior School executive to dedicate staff meetings and to allocate time within the
school day. Whilst this was manageable in the short term, it posed numerous logistical
challenges. It also meant that when teachers would ordinarily have been meeting to plan
units of work, their focus was on the CPL, thus impacting their workload throughout that
term.

Rewards
Hargreaves and O’Connor (2017) argue that collaborative professionalism should be
“a culture that permeates the whole school or system, not just a set of meetings or
task-driven teams”. It should promote regular, quality feedback; involve everyone and
explicitly contribute to improvement. In collaborative professionalism, there is collective
responsibility for teachers’ impact on students, so that it becomes about “our” students,
not just “my” students. While it is about working together in a professional way, working
hard for a good cause, it brings both joy and impact. It makes teaching more engaging
and builds our sense of intrinsic motivation as we inspire others and show gratitude for
opportunities to work with and learn from one another. Feedback of teachers involved in
CPL showed that they valued:
•

opportunities to have meaningful conversations about teaching practice

•

opportunities to observe and learn from other approaches

•

receiving positive feedback from colleagues

•

opportunities to take action; to put a thought or idea into practice as opposed to
merely thinking about it

•

feeling supported and valued

•

observing a different year group and appreciating where our students are heading or
where they have come from

•

taking something unexpected away from the experience that they will apply in their
own classroom

•

time to stop and ask yourself ‘why?’
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Where to next?
Working closely with the College of Teachers to ensure alignment of its goals, I would like
to evolve CPL into a more sustainable approach. For this to succeed, it will be essential
that the Junior School executive team is involved in the design of the next iteration of
collaborative professionalism and that it becomes an integral part of the professional
learning strategy moving forward. We will continue to be informed by current research
and practice in this area, with 2019 being an opportunity to design and implement a
framework that is optimal in our context for evolving a community of expertise and service
among teachers, built on collegial solidarity, open, thoughtful feedback and collective
responsibility.
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