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Abstract

Drawn fromresearch of communities of practice \Mnger 1998 this paper holdsthat knowedgeis an
aive concept and realizes itself by social participatory learning It presents a progressive dynamc |earning
community devel opedto create acoll aborati ve structure whichinturn provideschannelsfor expressing dissent
and negotiating differences The 2 5 year longitudinal partici pant observation of alearning community reveals
that the dynamsm and aliveness of “ a teacher professional learning community” Newmnann 1996 are
attributed to its evolving structure of collaboration which contributes to competence increase |eadership
dissemnation and i dentity construction This study highli ghts* differences” in community devel op nent that
provoke dia ogues and changes as well as serving as precursors for infor med decision making and teachers
evolvingidentities It is hopedthat this paper canserveas a“ reference” for teachers —particularly those who
are of different nationadities and statuses — who are interested in building or supplenenting their |ocal
prof essional communities of practice
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| ntroduction

Based upon VWngers 2002 7 definition of communities of practice and Newmanns 1996
characteri zation of teacher professional learning community the ter m“ a teacher professional |earning
communities of practice” usedinthis paper means“ a group of teachers who focus on students |earning
and deepen their know edge and expertise in teaching by coll aborating and interacting on an ongoi ng
basi s”

In Communities of Practice VWMnger 1998 depictsthesocial nature of learning byregardingit as an
interactive process bet ween belonging doing experiencing and becomng Drawn from a 2 5 year
longitudi nal partici pant observation of ateacher professional learning community at alanguage university
in South China this study reinforces VMénger s idea of learning and further points out the role of
structural changesin creatinga dynamc community of practice It arguesthatthe dynamsmand aliveness
of a teacher professional learning community originates from its evolving structure of collaboration
which contributes to competence increase |eadership dissemnation and identity construction By
analyzing the interacti ons bet ween me mbers and t he transfor mationsin the coll aborati on structure the
study reveals that differences and disparities become i mpetus to dialogues diversification and
development Dfferentiating from the* agreement” nature i mplied in numerous studies of [earning
communities the paper highlights“ disagreement” and“ difference” in that they provoke dial ogues

55



Evolving from Coll aborating in Teaching — Refl ections on the Evolution of a Teacher L{ Lingi ong

adj ust ments and changes and serve as precursors to infor med decision making and teachers evolving
i dentities

The author inthis study takes a double role an actual member of the community and an observer
who studiesthe community The community exhibits acreole nature asit constitutesa matrix of* 3 1"
t hree Chinese teachers collaborating with one experienced Canadi an professor The direct and actualized
involvement facilitates the author s attempt to distill theory from practice while at the same ti me
interpretingtheoryin practice

It is hoped that this paper can serve as a“ reference” for teachers —particularly those who are of

different nationalities and statuses — who are interested in building or supplementing their local
prof essional communities of practice
Cont ext

The learning community in question was established in a language university in South China
nati onally recognized as an elite university for English education and as a generator of various teaching
reforns As part of the process to develop it into a comprehensive university an English Language
Education Depart ment was established in September 2005 1In order to accelerate the growh of this
faculty the young depart mentinvited foreign expertsto contribute expertise and guidance Withtheaim
of cultivating qualified | ocal teachers for theinstitute a veteran Canad an professor and three Chinese
teachers were selected These educators were already acquainted wth each other and displayed an
interest incross cultural collaboration they were consequently teamed upto design and conduct courses
for education majors Since it was the first ti me for the university to enroll education majors the
entrance mark was relatively |ower than the nor mal average so asto secure enroll ment Students who
failed to meet the standards of their preferred majors couldjointhe depart mentif theytickedtheitem of
“ Agreement withthe Arrangement of Mnistry of Education” on their college application forns This
however resultedin a problematic |evel of students English and of greater concern many students
initial disinterestinthis major

The newy formed team faced a dual mssion teaching education courses while si multaneously
utilizing these coursesto nurture students interest inthe major The three Chinese teachers constituted
t wo noviceteachers and one depart ment chair None had any experi enceteaching courses on educationin
English Therefore it was a priority for usto meet regularly to plan [ essons with the foreign teacher
who had teaching experience extending four decades A weekly meeting routine was subsequently
developed Duringthe 2 5 years of thestudy the community managed to spend at |east two hours each
week conducti ng” reflective dialogues” Newmann VMéhlage 1995 Louis Kruse 1995 despite changes
inits members and coll aborative structures Since examnations play a crucial rolein Chinas education
system Chinese students are deeply concerned with the amount of concrete know edge they canlearnin
classes However western education e mphasizes® doing” and a democratic rel ati onshi p bet ween teachers
and students Therefore these reflection meetings became crucial occasions for teachersto foster new
concepts and to negotiate met hods and practice that catered to students needs while at the same ti me
complying with Chinese educati on expectations

Existing Literature

Wthitsinitial articulationin 1990s the conception of teacher professional |earning communitiesis
relative recent andrefers mainly toschool based communities Talbert 1993 Little 1990 Louis Kruse
Bryk 1995 The variables of the concepti on enco mpassi ng* school w de professional community” Louis
Kruse  Marks 1996 “ professional learning community” Louis Toole 2002 and“ teacher | earning
community” Cochran Smth  Lytle 2003 are all underpinned by a belief inthe value of participatory
and collaborativelearning Accordingto Newmann 1996 teacher professional |earning communities
are characterized by

1 shared nor ns and values
2 afocus on student | earning
3 reflective dial ogue
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4 deprivatization of practice
5 collaboration

A more theoretical approachto communities of practice can be foundin Vénger s Communities of
Practice in which he 1998 3 argues “learning becomes fundamentally a social phenomenon andis
placedinthe context of our |ived experience and participationinthe world” |In furthering hisideas of
social learningtheory VMnger 1998 4 proposesfour main premses

1 W\ aresocial beings

2 Know edgeis a matter of competence with respect to valued enterprises
3 Knowingisa matter of participatinginthe pursuit of such enter prises

4 Meaningis ulti mately what learningisto produce

He 1998 5 alsoraisesfour componentsto characterizesocial participation as a process of |earning

1 Meaning learning as experience a way of talking about our changing ability —individually
and coll ectively —to experience our life and the world as meani ngful

2 Practice learning as doing a way of talking about the shared historical and social resources
frameworks and perspectivesthat can sustain mutual engagement in action

3 Community learning as belonging a way of talking about t he social configurationsin which our
enterprises are defined as wort h pursuing and our participationis recognizable as co mpetence

4 ldentity learning as becomng a way of talking about how |earning changes who we are and
creates person histories of becomnginthe context of our communiti es

Figurel Components of social theory of learning aninitial inventory 1998 5

A model see Figure 1l developed by Wénger displays how know edgeis ani matedinto four types of
learning belonging becomng experiencing and doing which represent an individual s pursuit of
meaning grow ng and being VMnger McDer mott and Snyder define communities of practice as‘ groups
of people who share a concern a set of problens or a passion about a topic and who deepen their
know edge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 2002 7 This definition
resonates with Newmanns characterization of teacher professional learning communities Genuine
teacher professional learning communities focus undeviatingly on students success they interact by
conducting reflective dialogues and collaborative teaching which deprivatizes individual teachers
practice the passion devotion and concordinthe coll ectivelearning processis based upon shared nor ns
and val ues

Wnger McDer mott  Snyder 2002 also put forward seven principles for cultivating communities
of practice and helpingthese communities gain“ aliveness” The principlesinclude
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To set a design for evolution

To open a dial ogue bet ween i nside and outsi de perspectives
Toinvite different levels of participation

To devel op both public and private community spaces

To focus on value

To combine famliarity and excite ment

To creating arhythmfor the community

~N o O b W DN P

The first principle means communities of practice are dynamcin nature andthe design shouldreflect
adaptability The key to this point is to combine design elements that help to catalyze community
development Thesixth and seventh principleindcatethat communities of practice should be cauti ous of
overcooked coll egiality and static regularity and work to consciously create changes newness and tempo
that will sti mulate and update their learning These three principles emphasize the need for deliberate
changes which can be empl oyed as catalysis for evol ution and enhance ment

Despite the positive attributes of communities of practice it cannot be deniedthat the actual living
community can be a harsh entity for both members and non me mbers alike Bauman 2001 and should
actively promote variety and“ a plurality of interests and perspectives” Nxon Martin MKeown
Ranson 1997 14 N xon 1997 refersto* accommodating val ues” rat her t han* medi atinginterests” and
Renshaw suggests this mght be achieved by“ highlightingthe power of |earning premsed upon dial ogue”

2002 4 The openness to dissent and disagreement and the willingness to negotiate ascertain the
veracity of learning as described by Dewey 1916 Learning should be undergirded by principles of
justice and equity of access and refl ective of thetype of i nclusivelearning necessary for atruly democratic
society Deprived of this veracity Ilearning corrupts communities of learning lose their essence and
“ contrived collegiality” arises leading to“ bal kanization” and“ confortable collaboration” Fullan
Hargreaves 1998 55 where memberslose ahilitytosee problens and soignoreissues of howto further
I mprovetheir practice

The aforementioned principles for cultivating communities of practice can be seen as preventive
measuresto avoid the occurrence of“ contrived collegiality” Principle 2 and 3 are effectivein achieving
openness objectivity and bal anced views from both infor mants and peripheral members principle 4
I mpliesthat the private friendship should parallel rather thaninterfere with the i mpersonal business
attitude in workplaces principle5 guaranteesthat dissenting memberscan argue or debate but ulti mately
continueto work towar ds shared goals and values

In summary VMnger s theory of communities of practice provides a systematic theoretical
foundation for the analysis of dynamc |learning for it explicates the interactive rel ationship bet ween
community practice meaning and identity It resonates wth other researches on teacher |earning
communities which focus more closely onteachers but si mlarly emphasize shared values and practice
Nevert hel ess communities of practice are not i mmune to discord and disagreement Principlesset forth
by Wénger to cultivate communities of practicei mply that* aliveness” rootsin changes and interactions
with people at various distances fromthe core of the community Based on the existing research the
current study ai ns further explore how difference functions as an engine for structural evolution andt he
healt hy growth of alearning community of practice

Mt hodol ogy

Drawn fromthe theory and literature of communities of practice the current study rests upon my
2 5 year participatory observation of a four member teacher learning community of practice in the
English Language Education Depart ment where education major debuted in the university Duetoits
historical significance | both as an observer and as a member teacher in the community began a
journaling process at theinception of the new depart ment M journals students refection essays and
email exchanges between the foreign teacher and students are utilized as data to help interpret the
distinctive nature of this community in action These witings are all in English and corrections to
students witings are made only for convenience in comprehension Pseudonyns have been appliedto
community members The narration and data are presentedin a natural or qualitative way Therefore

58



CELEA Journal 79

this study is qualitative and et hnography based It argues that the community in question may be
understoodinterns of itsthreestage evolution as defined by the changing for m of |eadership and the
consequently changed | earning onthe part of the apprentice teachers Thethree stages are entitled 1
“central leading —earningfrom belonging” 2 “ peripheral | eading —Ilearning from experiencing” 3
“ equalized|eading —learning from doing and becomng” Altogetherthe community hasinstructedthree
courses 1 Introductionto Teaching ITT 2 Creative Learning and Qitical Thinking CTCL 3
Practical English Language Teaching PELT |ITT and CTCL weretaught twice | mplications of each
stage presented along wth the data demonstrate the role that differences play in recharging
restructuring and redefining communiti es of practice

Evolving from Collaborating in Teaching — the Three Stages of A Teaching Learning
Community of Practice

Stage one Central leading —learning from bel ongi ng

Theinitial constitution of the four member |earning community of practicein question predictedthe
central position of Robert Robert had a PhD n Education and had been ateacher for forty five years
Mary despite her depart ment chair position and years of teaching Englishto non English majors had no
experienceinteaching education courses Lucy and | were rooki eteachers passionate and commtted but
in great need of guidance and direction

The first education course we taught toget her was I ntroductionto Teaching a course necessary not
only for the freshmen education majors but also for we three Chinese teachers The challenges and
pressures of the curriculum propelled us to prepare the course early in the summer holiday Robert
proposed a lecture plus semnar formula out of an intention to interweave pedagogical theories wth
practice thus enhancingstudents understanding of andinterestintheir major Thetotal of 162 students
dividedinto six classes would attend a lecture conducted by Robert wth the three Chinese teachers
observing and assistingin hisclass The semnar | esson which foll owed the next day would be conducted
by one of thethree Chineseteachersin each class and woul d function as an arena for studentsto apply
new theory into educationrelated activities designed together by the four teachers During semnar
lessons Robert would be in his words “ a moving supervisor and mentor” visiting and observing our
cl asses Besides assisting usthrough his mentorship Robert woul d devel opteaching content an ongoing
self made text book on a weekly basis and email it to us onthe weekend V¢ would communally prepare
for and reflect on our [essons ©Mbnday afternoon duringtheinterval bet ween Mbnday morning lecture
and Tuesday sem nar

The coll aboration pattern was a relief for us Chinese teachers As a conscientious and considerate
prof essor Robert sensed our nervousness and voluntarily assumed a large portion of the workload A
lecture for 162 students required not so much an exact transmssi on of know edge asthe physical strength
passion and experience to retain students attention through inspiring teaching and skillful classroom
manage ment The devotion and charisma Robert exhibited as a teacher and mentor naturally built our
trust in admration of and reliance on hi m

A significant part of our refection meetings were ear marked to explorethe reasons behind Robert s
teaching decisions Wenillustrating Bloons Taxonomy Robert used a popular westernchildrenstory —
The Three Little Plgs —to demonstrate howto ask questions at different | evels of high order thinking
Thejournal entry below records Robert sjustification for choosingthe story

Wy did Robert choose such a si mple story The story was popular wth kindergarten children but
mght be deemed” too easy” for college students to practice their skills of asking questions at
different levels of HOT high order thinking WAy not choose some insightful and for mal witing
which may match more closelyto HI GH order thinking Lucy and I talked about it during students
discussion and brought the question upto Robertinthe meeting Robert seemed pleasantly surprised
when being asked the question He saidit was his habit to package* difficult” in“ si mple” In his
eyes levels of thinking resided everywhere and they had much to do wth the ideas but not the
| anguage itself

Teacher sjournal Cctober 17th 2005
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To facilitate students | earning by explaining compl ex ideasin si mpl e settings may be atiny gesture
unconsciously adopted by senior teachers but it reflected ateacher s focus on student centered |earning
A teacher needs not secure his her authority by presenting students a myriad of concepts and further
confusing them by talking* big and deep” Followingthislogic Lucysuggestedthat we select some well
known Chinese fablesfor studentsto practicetheir questioningskills soasto marry Chinesesettings with
a western thinking model Thei mplementation of Lucy sideayiel dedsatisfactory results

| gave them the English translation of three Chinese fables and there were small tal ks about the
Chineseidiom associated with each fable WWMen | asked themto design questions they seemed busy
| ooking up dictionariestofind out English equival ents for some Chinese concepts They desi gned
Interesting questions One group s question was“ How would you compare the moral of the three
Chinese fables with that of the Three Little Pigs ” Students made connections not only bet ween t wo
classes but also betweenthe eastern andthe western wisdom

Teacher sjournal Cctober 18th 2005

The course ulti mately met our goals of enhancing students understanding and interest in the
education major Mbst of thestudentsreported intheir final reflective essays their delightintakingthe
course and some even mentioned they wouldlike consider teaching astheir possible career

The students success mrrored our own achievement VMnger reifies community as a social setting
wher eindividuals achieve a sense of belonging and learn from being together with others It isinthis
learning community that we build up our confidence and competence by learning together under the
guidance of a veteran educator Bandura 1977 22 Dbelieves that* most human behavior is |ear ned
observationally through modeling from observing others one for ns an idea of how new behaviors are
performed and on later occasions this coded infor mation serves as a guide for action” Know edge
becomes a competence and a know ng process which requires our participation to react with others In
thisstage the central role of Robert was positive asit endowed the community wth self assurance
solidarity and stability Inthe preli mnary stage of apprenticeship the master demonstrates his expertise
t hrough his convincing ability to model and guide his apprentices Therefore it is beneficial for young
communities of practiceto have acommtted and capabl efi gure who can model [ead andinspire andthus
provides asupportive and reliable environ ment for novices

Stage t wo Peripheral leading —learningfrom experiencing

Thetopics covered in Introductionto Teaching such as modern English teaching methods gl obal
|anguage and education the KSA knowedge skills and attitudes model and Blooms taxonomy
fostered the depth and breadth of students thinking The successful outcome encouraged usto adopt t he
same model of collaboration in teaching Creative Learning and Qitical Thinking during the second
semester 2006 2 —2006 7 Interestingly students beganto employ their® high order thinking skills”
to analyze problensthey perceivedinthe classroomstructure

| like Robert respect hi mvery much and appreciate his attitude t owards t he students He wantsto
change t he education systemin China But you knowit is very difficult for usto doso Inthelast
several years the government issued a policy about reducing the students burden But evidently it
ended up as a fallure The students are still under a lot of pressure VM still have to face
examnations sufferingalot fromthem Maybe he does not understand the situationin China
thoroughly Andthere arealsoalot of activitiestodo which someti mes make usfeel tired But
I can still learn manythings as astudent andlearnerin hisclass such as howtotreat and encourage
the studentsto make them passionate in their study and as a student what attitude we should take
toward our study

Student s reflective essay April 8th 2006

The comment was a response to various activities and projects designed in the course to enhance
students creativity andtheir ability of using English Many students however consideredthe workload
t o be excessive asthey would soontake TEM 4 —a national English proficiency test for English majors
—inthe next semester Sudentsregardedthetest as a yardsti ck for assessingtheir English competence
however Robert heldthe opposite view
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It TEM 4 falsto deter mnestudents true abilitytocommunicatein Englishforit exansthe ability
to“ remember” English and afewlexical and skill based sampl es of thelanguage It wll gradually be
phased out in China and either replaced by more valid measures of communicative ability or
eli mnated entirely

Robert student email March 24th 2006

Robert believedin constructivelearning and designed a variety of activitiesto practice his“ | earning
by doi ng” philosophy “ Students al ways exceed our expectations” was his catchphrase However Chinese
students felt activities wasted their ti me and that theylearnedlittle VM discussed the conflicts bet ween
doi ng creative activities and preparing for the TEM 4 in our meeting

Recently studentscomplainedto methat they had notimeto preparefor TEM 4 becauset hey hadto
prepare for musical presentation howto use musictoteach and |learn Wien | tal ked about this
problem Robert said he also got emails of the si mlar complaints But he believed that activities
combined the practice of spoken English infor mation searching and organizing and infact worked
as anot her way for studentsto preparefor their exam The difference wasthat” instead of practicing
English by talkingto a wall or atreetheylearn together” V¥ remnded Robert that TEM 4 paid
special attention to vocabulary and witing quality which were the weakest areas of our students
Robert t hought for a whil e and said he woul dthink about it andtrytofind some sol ution

Teacher sjournal April 25th 2006

Robert s solution was to combine creativity teaching with vocabulary learning as well as carefully
correcting students witings on a weekly base In addition he observed our lessons tryingtoidentifythe
differences bet ween our teaching of the content he had devel oped Since Chinese students expectedtheir
teacher to give substantial and solid lessons from which they could |learn know edge quickly and
efficiently 1 often complemented my |essons with supplementary materials After observing my class
Robert wrote down his comment in my notebook

You covered an amazing amount of material in arelatively short ti me These may have been some
concer ns about comprehensibility but this does not deter fromthe eff ecti veness and efficiency of your
teaching This" relaxed style” is areflection of your teaching maturity

Robert s comnment May 17th 2006

Despite the disparity bet ween our styles of teaching Robert affirmed my teaching as effective and
efficient Inthereflection meeting heinvited all theteachersto describe exactly how we taught after
observing his lecture and preparing lessons together The discussion manifested that Chinese teachers
consci ously and unconsci ously made adjust ments to the* western flavored” teaching styles and content
Robert praised us saying we were putting histeaching content toits best possible use by synchronizingit
with the Chinese educational context

At the end of the semester Robert announced he had trust and confidence in us and asked usto
teach t he 2006 freshmen I ntroductionto Teaching without him A young Canadian teacher Jack would
be addedtothe group Robert would continueto act as a consultant providi ng advice and assistance when
request ed

The slightly expanded community exhibited new attributes Being a native speaker automatically
endowed Jack with certain advantages however beingyoung andinexperiencedinteachingthiscoursein
some way put him at equal disadvantages The new community featured increased equality in ter ns of
pedagogical decision making whichinturnledto more freedom and i ndependence in carrying out our
ideas Atextbook wasselected asthe Chineseteachersfeltthat” the way foreignteachers use materials of
t heir own choice couldleadto asense of insecurity and confusion among students” CQuyang 2003 131
Robert s PPTs were adopted as a salient reference and enlightening complement to the new course Jack
welcomed t he practice for as he could more quickly close the know edge gap bet ween hi nself and the
Chineseteachers VWM maintainedthe habit of communal | esson pl anning and took turnsin devel opingthe
actual teaching content for specific units W turnedto Robert for consultancy when there were puzzles
or difficulties we coul d not solvein our meetings
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Looki ng back at thisstage we canfindthat withthe divergent thinking paths and approachestaught
in the course students began to think more critically and provided us wth increasingly insightful
feedback as they demonstrated their enhanced know edge of both teaching and thinking The better
infor med students propelled us to better accommodate our teaching methods and content to students
percei ved* meani ngful ness”

V¢ have learned KSA pyramd Skills and Attitudes are at higher levels and Know edge is the
foundation of them Wthout Know edge how can we build Skills and Attitudes \Mat is more
meani ngful for usis that we not only enjoy our learning by doing activities but also get more
i nfor mati on and know edge

Sudent s reflective essay June 24th 2006

Accordingly we adjusted our teaching content to build a better balance bet ween know edge skills
and attitudes \VWen Robert saw our ability to refor matively transplant his ideasinto our teaching he
pushed ustowardthe center as he hi nself retreated fromit Leadership wastransferredinthis centerto
peri phery movement The changeseemedtocome withlittlesurprise asthecommunity carefully nurtured
the seed of growth Boyer sresearch 1995 concludedthatthe most essential factorin asuccessful school
was that of connection the most successful | earning occurred when teachers taught effectivelyintheir
own classroons but also found sol utions together Chasns did not occur when different voices were
uttered Contrarily community members negotiated diff erences shared experiences and actively wor ked
out solutions to accommodate various interests The appreciating and supporting culture expedited
individual members maturity It wasthestrategictranspl anting of the kinestheticliberal westernteaching
styleinto Chinese soil that enabl ed t he master toidentify thereadi ness of his apprenticesto experience a
mor e i ndependent teachinglife Theincrease of competence premsedthe redistribution of | eadershipin a
community of practice and prompt adjust ment inthe way of | eading ascertaineditsfurther growh

Stage three Equalizedleading —learning from doing and becom ng

During t he second round of teaching CTCL to 2006 students during their second semester 2007 3
2007 7  Robert rejoined us and suggested t hat we three Chinese teachers should each devel op a feature
sectionrelatedto creativity and criti cal thinking and conduct thislecturetothe entire 2006 student body
He expressed his eagernessto see us‘ bein charge of t he bigclassroomand be ableto dothesamething he
has done” VM agreed but felt quite nervous and requested that our lectures be donelaterinthesemester
sothat we could have moreti me for preparation However theidea was not fully carried out dueto a
changeinthat year s academc schedule After Robert finished hislectures each of us only hadtheti me
tolecture once

Nevert heless the course plan offered us a prototypefor a newfor mat of collaboration eachteacher
t ook charge of one part of the course which matched their interests and strengths and teachers woul d
rotatetheir teaching among all classes Teachers could polish their teaching met hodol ogy and deepen
t heir understanding of their area of expertise during each round of instruction This coll aboration model
could berefined and realized by equalizing teaching hours and balancing theintensity and difficulty of
each part VWM decidedto readopt this model to teach Practical English Language Teaching Thisti me
Robert recommended a text book which was witten by western scholars and provided a gl obal
introduction toteachingthe four basicskillsinlearning English speaking listening reading and witing
VW Chinese teachers expressed our pleasure in having a textbook but pointed out that the western
textbook mght not be reall y* practical” for teaching Englishin Chinese schools How could we combine
t he advanced western English teaching methodologies with the real conditions of Chinas pri mary and
m ddl e schools None of us had any experienceteaching Englishin Chinas mddle schools and teaching
English to coll ege students could be very different fromteaching English to mddle school students This
was even moretruefor Robert Concerns aboutthese differencesled usto adecision we neededto enrall
another teacher who had working experience in mddle school teaching After searching teachers
resumes we found Juliet a 30 year old teacher who not only had two years of English teaching
experiencein a key mddleschool but alsostudiedin Britainfor her master s degree

Despite her relatively young age Juliet provided val uabl e suggesti ons such as howtointegratetheory
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with real text book analysis Examplesinclude providing students with the lesson plan for mat in use by
Chinese mddl e school teachers spending onethird of teaching hours on students mcroteaching and
requesting peer feedback to build understanding of teaching in practice | went to observe different
teachers classes and found that Juliet made full use of the textbook and excelled at guiding studentsto
inter pret pedagogical guidancein Chinese context while Robert made the | east use of the text book and
was strong at eliciting answers fromstudents by probi ng and or ganizi ng group discussions Since each of us
was responsi bl e for teaching one skill during our reflection meetings we tal ked |ess about content and
mor e about the met hods we empl oyedin class and our students responsetothem Once we put forward
theissue of using Chinesein an English class

Juliet considered the occasional use of Chinese was necessary and helpful and pointed out her
argument was supported by a research which proved that sporadic use of Chinese could arouse
students attention and serve as a highlight for i mportant points Robert protested her idea arguing
that the practice may switch off students thinkingin English and hazard the sustaining effect of an
Englishlearning environment | agreed with Juliet and also used some Chinesein my English class
V¥ then asked Robert the question “ How do you learn Chinese Does your teacher only speak
Chineseto you ” Roberts explanation was very vague and obscure He ended his defense by
promsing to email us some scientific research papers andinvited Juliet to visit his classes

Teacher sjournal November 5th 2007

Foll owi ng the* Chineseissue” was our reading of the rel evant papers provided by Robert and Juli et
visit to Robert s classes Juliet found Robert s teaching very “ constructive” and“ highly student
centered” Inthefoll owingreflection meeting she mentioned her adjust ment t o her original | esson plan
andinserted ashort discussion among students before deliveringthe rules of teachinglistening VM then
furthered our discussion onthe* Chineseissue”

Juliet and I suggested that in fact whether we should or should not use Chinesein our classis a
question concerning the difference bet ween teaching Englishto EFL |earning English as a foreign
| anguage learnersandto ESL |earning English as asecondlanguage |earners Marysupported our
idea saying “ Someti mes foreigners cannot understand the difficulties EFL | earners have Besides
t he opposition of using Chineseinteaching English many opposetoteach English skills separately
just as what we are doing now But welack the environment and haveto split the difficulty so that
we can have more focused andintensifiedtraining ” Robert nodded and related to his correction of
student s witing Hesaid he usedtothinkthere was a parallel connection bet ween oral English and
witten English but now students could express thenselves freely but their witing was full of
mst akes and t hey did need particular grammar and witinglessons

Teacher sjournal November 12 2005

The* Chineseissue” was a sti mulusto a further study based on both research papers and on spot
investigation and an on going exploration of the ontology underneath The reflection meetings thus
became a pl ace for exchangi ng new approaches andideas Robert offered us achecklist he worked out for
eval uati ng students mcroteaching but Juliet and | noted that theitens focused heavily on classroom
manage ment but less ontheteachingeffect i e how much and how well students couldlearnfromthe
class and fromthe experienceitself VN proposed a“ portfolio” approach which required the student
teachersto wite a refection report a modfied teaching plan and to put together all their teaching
mat erials and ot her groups comments Robert and Mary accl ai med our creative met hod statingthat they
wouldtry it out intheir next round of teaching

The new coll aborati on model prescribed afair distribution of responsibility and entitl ed each me mber
to an expert statusin his her own domain Wththefreedomin his her own kingdom eachteacher had
opport unities to experi ment i mplement and modify his her teachingideas The increased depth from
each round of teaching endowed each teacher with more expertise and authority with whichtosharethe
podium The concern about difference between VWSstern English teachingtheories andthe actual English
teachingsituation in Chinese schools generated the need for the recruit ment of a new member The
addition of the new member brought about more plurality and an at mosphere of debating and sharing
The flattened | eadership structure arosefromboththerestructured coll aboration model andthe growthin
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each member s competence The reflection meeti ngs became multi voiced and emphasized more on why
instead on how D fferent concepts and approaches were brought tothetable for discussion appliedin
practice and compared as to their real efficacy It was the open discussion of differences and actual
I mplementation of various practices that manifested the equality of |eadership and transfor med
community membersintoindependent doers blessed with collaboration creativity and critical mnds

Concl usion

This study depicts the growh of teachers in their evolving learning community of practice It
mani f ests t hat

First know edgeis an alive conceptin alearning community of practice “* Know edgeis much more
aliving processthan astatic body of infor mation” V¥nger McDer mott  Snyder 2002 9  As social
beings welearnthingsfaster by watching andinteracting with others as opposedtoreading wordsfroma
text Incommunities of practice know edgeis pared downtoits core Knowedgeis nolonger flat but
three di mensional with one explicit di mension of words and data one tacit di mension of others
experiences and one creative di mension left for each individual to fill in The data and infor mati on
recorded by others arejust the cover of the know edge book One must open it and test it wth his her
own eyes and hands so asto exploreits meaning for hi m her and applyit to his her situations and
extendit from his her experience

Second the evolution in the collaboration structure facilitates the redistribution of |eadership
contributesto and proves the competence growh of community members It also creates rhythm and
tempo for the community development Lave and VMnger 1991 raises the concept of “ legiti mate
peri pheral participation” In these situations people who initially join communities learn from the
periphery As they become more competent they move closer toward the centre of each particular
community Therefore learning is more a process of social participation rather than acquisition of
know edge However as displayed inthisstudy the community members very often are not aware of
their own progress doubts about their competence and expect for more growth before taking bigger
risks  VMen progress and hesitance are both observed in the community active adjustment in a
coll aborative structure can propel individual members to take on a more i ndependent apprenticeship
Meanwhile intentional structural transfor mations i mplemented on a regular basis help rhythmze the
community devel opment and i mpart excitement and alivenesstothe community

Third open channels of communication should be provided to let differences be heard and the
positive eff ects of differences depend on an accommodating and negotiating culture nurtured in the
community The famliarity and friendship establishedinthe community should work as the foundation
for mutual trust and respect and facilitate rather than hinder the free expression of differences
Meetings emails andreflective reports are meanstoinvite diversified opinions from both insiders and
outsiders Infact itis not differencesthenselves are crucial what mattersisthat differences provoke
debate exploration and motivations for members to better understand each other by reexamning and
deprivatizing their practice The dissent and disparities bet ween teachers and students interests also
indicate the deviation from®“ teaching for the best end of the students” a basic normfor teachers and
sti mulate teachers to make active adjust ments to their teaching The different voices in a teacher
community generate discussions dialogues and negotiations whereby understanding appreciating and
learningis enhanced among me mbers

Fourth learningis a continuous identity constructing and shifting process The reconceptualisati on
of identity as somet hing continually undergoing revision requires that the |earner is someone continually
engagedin the process of learning N xon Martin MKeown Ranson 1997 15 In alearning
community of practice learningis actualized in various formnms of belonging experiencing doing and
becomng It gradually qualifies empowers and transfor ns individual members from observers and
followers to adjusters to reformers and originators This happens when the community deprivatizes
individual practice by allowi ng accessto each ot her s work spot exchangi ng views and sharing experience
on aregular basis and asthey movetoward the center
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For future study

This study holds that a teacher professional learning community of practice contributes to the
competence growt h of i ndividual members It nurturesthespirit of teamwork professionalismandshared
ethics and thus guarantees that our teaching severs our students It is the very place that teachers
continuetheir learning and becomelifelonglearnersintheir work place It distills har mony fromdiscord
by providing open channels for negotiating differences and encouraging complementary |earning
Meanwhile the communal probl emsolving experiencesinherent tothe communityinspireteachersto do
furt her explorations and academc research a domnant focusin many universities andthusensuringthe
bal ance bet ween research andteaching Therefore teacher professional |earning communities of practice
devel oped at variouslevels by Chineseinstitutionscan mrror and contributetotoday s China whospares
no effort to build anincreasi ngly har moni ous and | earningsociety Itis hopedthat thisstudy can provide a
jumping off point for teachers interested in building their local communities of practice Further
experi ments and anal ysis of the outcomes wll be necessaryin future studies
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