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Collaborative Culture 

 

There is disagreement about how to recognize high quality teaching and disa-

greement about how to achieve high quality teaching. The quality of teaching is 

the most significant in-school factor affecting student achievement (Hargreaves 

and Fullan, p. 42). 

 

Research has been done by economists and by educators. We hear the influence 

of the economists in the phrase “career readiness.” The economists view public 

education as “a cost rather than an investment” (p. 96). The economists advo-

cate for a business model which is different from the professional model for 

education used in countries like Finland and Singapore (p. 14). Table 1 com-

pares these two views.  

 

Table 1 Comparison of business view and professional view 

Career readiness may do the “job,” but it lacks the characteristics that would 

increase the quality of teaching having the greatest impact on student achieve-

ment.  Technical sophistication, training, continuous improvement and deci-

sions based on evidence all have characteristics that would indicate the contin-

ued growth of the teacher towards high quality teaching.   

 

Collaboration 

Professional continuous improvement comes through collaboration. Effective 

teachers are committed to the children, their work, becoming more capable, and 

serving others. “The highest levels of effectiveness occur around 8 — 23 years 

in the job” (p. 59). Therefore, the  loss of 30% of teachers within the first five 

years of teaching is detrimental to student learning (p. 68). 

 

Students are more successful when colleagues collaboratively create curriculum 

(p. xii). “There is widespread  agreement now that of all of the factors  inside 

the school that affect children’s learning and achievement, the most important is 

the teacher — not standards, assessments, resources, or even the school’s lead-

ership” (p.xii). 

 

Business view of teaching Professional view of teaching 

Is technically simple Is technically sophisticated 

Requires only moderate intellectual abil-

ity 

Requires high levels of education and 

training 

Can be mastered readily Perfected through continuous improve-

ment 

Should be driven by hard performance 

data 

Involves wise judgment informed by 

evidence 
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 Recent educational developments such as peer coaching, mentoring, professional learning communities, 

and data teams are bringing teachers together to talk about improving instruction. There are different lev-

els of collaboration such as exchanging ideas, providing assistance to another teacher when asked, shar-

ing materials and teaching strategies, and planning instruction together. In collaborative school cultures, 

teachers are empathetic to other teachers, are interested in each others personal lives, recognize personal 

events such as birthdays, and provide “overt praise, recognition, and gratitude” (p. 113). Teachers trust 

and respect one another and are willing to invest time in professional relationships. 

 

Culture of Collaboration 

Spontaneity does not build collaborative cultures. Collaborative cultures require cultivation and time. 

Shared work benefits from deliberate arrangements of meetings, structures, and protocols. Professional 

learning communities need to be organized and arranged to flourish. In Finland, time is allocated for 

teachers to meet during the day to talk about instructional practice. Twenty-first century education is not 

about teachers making decisions independently but rather of teachers making decisions collectively.   

 

Ideally professional learning communities build teachers’ “capacity for inquiry, improvement, and 

change” (p. 127). Being a community means that teachers are working in long term groups with a com-

mitment to improving student learning. In a professional learning community, teachers are discussing the 

best way to approach a child, the best way to teach a difficult curriculum concept, or strategies for im-

proving the learning of students who are falling behind (p.143).  

 

Teachers who are committed to building professional relationships may (p. 157): 

 Plan a unit with a colleague or a group of colleagues. 

 Participate in peer observation and feedback. 

 Attend a professional development opportunity as part of a team. 

 Compare examples of scoring student work. 

 Build a relationship with the inclusion teacher. 

 Be a mentor. 

 Share lesson plans. 

 

Data 

Decisions by teachers or groups of teachers should be informed by evidence (p. 171) rather than relying 

solely on intuition. The Nassau BOCES data warehouse has a vast quantity of data about student achieve-

ment. Districts have data from programs such as STAR and NWEA as well as data from teacher created 

common assessments. People are tracking student progress annually, quarterly, and every six weeks 

through various programs and spreadsheets. These multiple measures should inform instruction as well as 

provide guidance for student learning needs.  

 

However, districts may be on data overload. If a district prepares a data calendar for each grade level, it 

will be possible to see how much testing is being done. Are K-2 students taking the STAR, NWEA, Fox 

in the Box, and Rigby assessments as well as teacher created quarterly assessments, end of chapter, and 

end of unit assessments? How much of this data is needed? How much of this data inform instruction? 

How much of this data is duplicate information?  

 

Data analysis should not be an end in itself. It should help educators know the student. Does the data in-

form learning for all students or is the focus on shortfalls, deficits, and problems (p.172)? Is the data used 

to create feelings of professional success?  

 

Research seems to indicate that for teachers and principals to be effective, there needs to be collaboration 

among teachers and a principal who promotes teacher success. Principals who are effective leaders pro-

vide clear goals, know how to access resources, promote teacher learning, encourage teacher teamwork, 

ensure systematic use of evidence to inform decisions, and build relationships with parents (p. 145). 
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Collaboration among teachers and among students is important for student learning. Though we may 

measure individual student success and individual teacher and principal HEDI scores, the improve-

ment of student and teacher learning comes from building relationships among students and among 

teachers. 
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