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PAPER PRESENTATION
Teacher learning within multiple collaborative settings in primary schools
Jannet Doppenberg, Eindhoven University of Technology, Netherlands; Anouke Bakx, Fontys PABO Eindhoven,
lectoraat L&I., Netherlands; Perry den Brok, Eindhoven University of Technology, Netherlands
During the last two decades there has been a growing awareness of the potentially strong role of teacher
collaboration in relation to teacher learning. When teachers collaborate with their colleagues, learning can take
place in different formal and informal settings. Because most studies focus on teacher learning in one
collaborative setting, often related to a specific innovation in a school, little is known about how teachers learn
within regular multiple collaborative settings in schools. Moreover, while theoretical ‘ideals' of teacher learning
are abundant in the literature, relatively little is known about what teacher learning actually looks like in
everyday work. The aim of this exploratory study was to obtain more detailed understanding of teacher
learning in collaboration with colleagues at primary schools during everyday work. In this study teacher
learning was investigated within multiple existing collaborative settings, taking into account both the
undertaken activities by teachers and learning outcomes. Data was collected through semi-structured
interviews with two teachers and one school leaders within seven primary schools. Analysis of the qualitative
data showed that teacher learning does take place within different collaborative settings in schools however,
with different degrees of intensity and outcomes across these various settings. Thus, depending of the
collaborative setting more or less different activities and learning outcomes were reported by teachers and
school leaders.
Rationale and theoretical framework
During the last two decades there has been a growing awareness of the potentially strong role of teacher
collaboration in relation to teacher learning (Levine & Marcus, 2010; Westheimer, 2008). Collaboration with
colleagues is seen as a powerful learning environment, which stimulates the professional development of
teachers, the innovative development of schools as well as student learning and also characterises professional
learning communities (McLaughin & Talbert, 2006; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008; Westheimer, 2008). When
teachers collaborate with their colleagues, learning can take place in different settings which may vary from
formal settings like team meetings to informal settings like hallway encounters (Little, 1990, 2003). Because
most studies focus on teacher learning in one collaborative setting, often related to a specific innovation in a
school, little is known about how teachers learn within regularmultiple collaborative settings in schools
(Orland-Barak & Tillema, 2006). Moreover, while theoretical ‘ideals' of teacher learning are abundant in the
literature, relatively little is known about what teacher learning actually looks like in everyday work (Borko,
2004; Little, 2003). In this study teacher learning is defined as a process of conscious and unconscious
undertaken activities by teachers in collaboration with colleagues, which lead to change in cognition and/or
behaviour at the individual and/or group level (Meirink, 2007). However, what teachers actually do in
collaborative settings and what undertaken activities lead to learning is quite unclear, especially in the context
of primary education. Thus, to better understand teacher learning in this project, it is studied within regular
multiple collaborative settings, taking into account both the undertaken activities by teachers and learning
outcomes.
The aim of this (exploratory) study was to obtain more detailed understanding of teacher learning in
collaboration with colleagues at primary schools during everyday work. Accordingly, the following three
research questions were formulated:
1) In what settings at the workplace do primary teachers and school leaders report that teachers learn in
collaboration with each other?
2) What learning activities are reported to be undertaken by primary teachers in these settings?
3) What are the reported individual and group learning outcomes as a result of collaboration in these settings?

Method To obtain insight into teachers' and school leaders' perceptions of teacher learning in collaboration
with colleagues in schools, data was collected through semi-structured interviews with two teachers and one
school leader within seven primary education schools (21 interviews in total). The data analysis was conducted
in different steps. First, the transcribed interviews were analysed based on meaningful fragments. Second, the
meaningful fragments were placed in a within case matrix to understand the relation between collaborative
settings and the undertaken activities and learning outcomes. Third, data of these matrices was analysed in
more detail with key-concepts from the literature and categories emerging from the data. Fourth, a frequency
analysis was conducted for each case. Frequencies for each collaborative setting were determined with respect
to activities and learning outcomes as reported by the respondents. Finally, a cross-case analysis was carried
out across cases (schools). In the cross-case analysis the result of the cases were combined and summarised in
overview matrices (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Results and conclusions
The reported collaborative settings could be categorised based on the persons involved, the aim and frequency
of the setting, in: group of schools, school team, part of a team, working group, class, informal and collegial
support. The categories identified in our study for activities could be categorised in terms of categories
distinguished by Little (1990). For the categories; story telling and scanning, aid and assistance, and sharing
singular activities were identified and for the category joint work compound series of activities were identified.
Individual as well group learning outcomes could be categorised. However, the subcategories of the learning
outcomes at the individual and group level were not equivalent. In literature activities and learning outcomes
are assumed to be strongly related with each other. However, the respondents in our study usually connected
learning outcomes to collaborative settings rather than activities. Depending of the collaborative setting more
or less different activities and learning outcomes were reported. It seems that there is a correlation between
the sum and amount of different reported activities and the reported learning outcomes however, from this
study this cannot be directly inferred. Besides, the results seem to confirm that the dependency between
teachers correlates with learning outcomes (Little, 1990). In the presentation the categories and conclusions
will be discussed in more detail.
References
Borko, H. (2004). Professional Development and Teacher Learning: Mapping the Terrain. Educational
Researcher, 33(8), 3-15.
Levine, T. H., & Marcus, A. S. (2010). How the structure and focus of teachers' collaborative activities facilitate
and constrain teacher learning. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26, 389-398.
Little, J. W. (1990). The Persistence of Privacy: Autonomy and Initiative in Teachers' Professional Relations.
Teachers College Record, 91(4), 509-536.
Little, J. W. (2003). Inside Teacher Community: Representations of Classroom Practice. Teachers College Record,
105(6), 913–945.
McLaughin, M. W., & Talbert, J. E. (2006). Building School-Based Teacher Learning Communities: professional
strategies to improve student achievement. New York: Teachers College Press.
Meirink, J. A. (2007). Individual teacher learning in a context of collaboration in teams. Doctoral dissertation.
Leiden: ICLON.Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Quality data analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Orland-Barak, L., & Tillema, H. (2006). The 'dark side of the moon': a critical look at teacher knowledge
construction in collaborative settings. Teachers and Teaching, 12, 1-12.
Vescio, V., Ross, D., & Adams, A. (2008). A review of research on the impact of professional learning
communities on teaching practice and student learning. Teaching and Teacher Education, 24(1), 80-91.
Westheimer, J. (2008). Learning among colleagues: Teacher community and the shared enterprise of education.
In M. Cochran-Smith, S. Feiman-Nemser, D. J. McIntyre & K. E. Demers (Eds.), Handbook of Research on
Teacher Education: Enduring Questions in Changing Contexts, Third Edition (pp. 756-783). New York: Routledge.

