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Abstract

Collaborative lesson preparation is a common practice for Chinese teachers who work together to solve their
teaching difficulties and problems. Based on the theoretical framework of community of practice (CoP), this
paper describes how a teaching group in a university (entitled G University) in China was engaged in its
lesson-preparation community and how the collaboration in lesson preparation impacted teachers’ professional
development. Based on the findings of the study some lessons have been drawn about how to establish a
successful CoP to promote Chinese teachers’ professional development.
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1. Introduction

As teachers matter most in student learning, high-quality professional development for teachers plays a key role
in achieving the goals of any educational reforms (Borko, 2004) which not only raises expectations for students
but for teachers too (Corcoran, 1995). Challenges from globalization, stunning technological innovations, and
learning changes have determined that education in the 21* century must be future-oriented and visionary. To
meet these challenges, teachers should constantly upgrade themselves, acquire new skills, deepen their content
knowledge, develop and master new teaching practices, which can all be encapsulated in the term of professional
development. Without “ongoing and targeted professional development” (Borko, 2004, p. 3), changes in teachers
and classroom practices are hard to bring about (Ball & Cohen, 1999) and the fulfilment of ambitious goals set
for students by educational reforms will be woefully thwarted.

Professional development has two major forms. According to Amit (2015), professional development refers to
“skills and knowledge attained for personal as well as career development” (Ahuja, 2015, p. 11), encompassing
facilitated learning opportunities in any forms, “ranging from college degrees to formal coursework, conferences
and informal learning opportunities situated in practice”. Coldwell (2017) defines professional development as
“formal and informal support and activities that are designed to help teachers develop as professionals” (p. 189).
Both state explicitly professional development are embodied in two forms: the formal and informal ones. Formal
ones constitute a major component of the “training model” (Little, 1993, p. 129), or the “traditional view”
(Lieberman, 1995, p. 591). In this model, teachers are the trainees assumed to acquire knowledge and new skills
while trainers act as experts, decide, and deliver important information to be applied in the classroom
(Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Examples of this training model are professional conferences, seminars, workshops,
and training courses. Till now, they are still the most prevalent forms of professional development (Eurydice,
2008).

While formal professional development provides structured learning with a specific curriculum, informal
learning opportunities do not follow any structured curriculum. Examples are self-study, classroom observations,
action research as well as collaborative activities such as conversations with colleagues or parents, coaching, and
mentoring (Coldwell, 2011). In this informal model, teachers are more than recipients of knowledge. Rather, they
play an active role. They not only design the learning process, choose their learning contents, but decide their
learning goals and methods independently (Richter, Kunter, Klusmann, Liidtke, & Baumert, 2011). Participation
in this form is generally voluntary at teachers’ own initiative (Eurydice, 2008).

Due to its importance in education, professional development is demanded and provided for teachers across the
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world. In America, acts such as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act state or propose high-quality professional
development for teachers. In China, Teacher Development Centers have been established since 2012 (Quan &
He, 2016) which provides teachers support and guidance to boost their development.

Despite these efforts, professional development for teachers has been criticized as being inadequate or
ineffective (Corcoran, 1995). Constructivist theories in learning have driven teacher education researchers to
question the effect of the training model. They argue that information delivery in the training model is “too
top-down and too isolated from classroom realities” (Corcoran, 1995, p. 4), dismisses teachers’ agency, and that
the contents are usually fragmented (Putnam & Borko, 1997), lacking “focus, intensity, follow-up, and
continuity” (Corcoran, 1995, p. 4), therefore, has weak effects on teachers. Instead, they stress teachers’ active
and significant part in promoting their own professional development, which initiated the transformation of
professional development paradigm from the training model to the learning model. Community of practice (CoP)
comes into being and provides a platform for individuals to develop and share their expertise (McDermott,
1999).

The context of this study is situated in G University in China and focuses on how a group of college English
teachers in G University interact with each other in their collaborative lesson preparation. Drawing on the theory
of community of practice (CoP), this study describes how these teachers learn from each other’s experiences and
gain new insights into their teaching and learning.

2. Community of Practice

Community of practice (CoP) was first coined by cognitive anthropologist Jean Lave and educator Etienne
Wenger (1991) in their co-authored seminal book entitled Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
CoP is defined as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis”(Wenger, McDermott, &
Snyder, 2002, pp. 4-5)). Different from cognitivist theories that view learning as an individual effort and argue
that acquisition takes place inside the learner’s mind predominantly in formal educational contexts, CoP focuses
on informal and situated social interaction. It views learning as a “collective, relational, and social process”
(Omidvar & Kislov, 2014, p. 266). That is, CoP members learn and acquire identities via regular interactions
with other human beings by “engaging in and contributing to the practices of the community”(Chen & Cheng,
2014, p. 35) and with “artefacts such as books, computer programs, and documents” (Laksov, Mann, & Dahlgren,
2008, p. 123).

Within the framework of CoP, learning occurs when a novice moves from “legitimate peripheral participation”
(LPP) to full participation within a community. According to Wenger (1998), when newcomers comes into a
community, their participation is at first legitimately peripheral. When they interact with old-timers, they pick up
the skills as a member of the community in thinking, behaving, and speaking and gradually become more
experienced in the practices that characterize the community. They not only learn explicit aspects of social
practices, such as “language, tools, documents, images, symbols, ... codifies procedures, regulations” ( Wenger,
1998, p. 47), but implicit elements too, such as “relations, tacit conventions, subtle cues, untold rules of
thumb, ... embodied understandings, underlying assumptions, and shared world views” (Wenger, 1998, p. 47). In
light of CoP, “being involved or participating actively and fully is learning” (Correa, Martinez-Arbelaiz, &
Gutierrez, 2014, p.450). As their participation increases both in intensity and complexity, they gradually become
full members and their activities become more and more important and central to this CoP (Morrell, 2003). For
this reason, CoPs are regarded as “the basics building blocks of a social learning system because they are the
social containers of the competencies that make up such a system” (Wenger, 2000, p. 229).

Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002) distinguish three levels of membership in and across a CoP: peripheral
members, active members, and core members. Peripheral members contribute only sporadically to the
community due to their lack of necessary abilities and knowledge. Newcomers usually start as peripheral
members. Active members contribute to a community regularly and core members are those active members who
also assume substantial responsibilities for the whole community and make efforts to influence its directions.
Therefore, the learning process for newcomers is a process for them from being a peripheral member to being a
core member.

In higher education, CoP model presents a viable approach to creating collaboration and development among its
members through voluntary interactions. Since participants’ roles and responsibilities are not assigned or defined
formally, the delineations of member roles and participation are not clear (Probst & Borzillo, 2008), which
means hierarchical authority does not exist in a CoP (Wenger, 1998). In this way, CoP provides a safe
environment where its members who possess a common impetus learn from and share with each other to traverse
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the limitations of conventional practices. The quality and quantity of practices that have been developed and
exchanged within a COP promotes the members’ professional development and a CoP doesn’t cease with the
accomplishment of one particular objective. It encourages communication, creates collaboration, reduces
learning curves for newcomers, and promotes knowledge-building among its members (Howlett, Arthur, &
Ferreira, 2016).

Since its application in teacher professional development (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002), CoP has been
proved effective for enhancing learning and teaching in higher education (Viskovic, 2006). CoP takes different
forms and occurs in various contexts. In China typical forms of CoP for university teachers include a variety of
activities held by Teacher Development Center in each higher education institution, teacher development forums
and workshops by academic associations, teaching colloquium by colleges, saloons, self-initiated online chat
groups, and reading clubs. In most cases, these CoPs are educational communities for in-service teachers. To
higher education teachers who are puzzled and overwhelmed by continuous changes in education, workload, and
research output demands (McDonald & Star, 2006), CoP creates a space for professional conversations around
and solutions to identified issues (McDonald & Star, 2006)

According to Wenger (1998), a successful CoP is characterized by three principles: mutual engagement, joint
enterprise, and shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). Mutual engagement refers to members’ interaction where they
cooperate to develop norms and rules to guide the engagement process. Joint enterprise refers to the common
goals of the CoP whose members share, understand and contribute to, while developing competencies through
negotiation needed within the CoP. Shared repertoire is resources such as behavior, language, documents, and
artefacts that belong to the community and all its members have access to and are competent in utilizing (Wenger,
1998).

What is noteworthy is individuals can participate within several CoPs (Handley, Sturdy, Fincham, & Clark,
2006), making tensions and conflicts possible. Wenger (1998) explains that “we engage in different practices in
each of the communities of practice to which we belong. We often behave rather differently in each of them,
construct different aspects of ourselves and gain different perspectives” (p. 159). Borko (2004) proposes that “to
understand teacher learning, we must study it within these multiple contexts, taking into account both the
individual teacher-learners and the social systems in which they are participants” (p. 4).

3. The Context of the Study

G University has always been at the forefront of college English reforms in China due to its strong academic
features and status among foreign languages universities. Years before the issuing of the latest version of College
English Curriculum Requirements, G University has already established a rather integrated college English
course system. Three major kinds of English courses for non-English majors have been offered to its on-campus
students, including general English courses, English course for special purposes, and cultural courses (CC),
which are also the three departments within College English School in G University. According to G University’s
teaching arrangements, the course of Classical Western Cultural Studies occurs in the fall semester and Modern
Western Cultural Studies and Literature in the spring semester. As CC department takes in new members each
year, a collaborative lesson preparation group is established for several purposes. One is to familiarize new
members with their teaching and to replenish veterans with new perspectives and vitality, one is to ensure the
quality of student learning, and the other is to make the CC an outstanding feature of the university. This is the
joint enterprise of the CoP. New members or novices in this study are newly recruited teachers or veteran
teachers who have been teaching for years but have not taught these two courses before. This study examined the
CoP in the CC department in 2018 for one semester.

Altogether the CoP of CC is composed of ten teachers. Five of them have been teaching cultural courses for at
least ten years, four are veteran teachers but have never taught these two courses, and one is a newly recruited
young teacher. Among this teaching team, five of them are majored in literature and cultural studies, three of
whom have been teaching this course for years, another three in linguistics, one in English education, and one in
intercultural studies. It is obvious that peripheral members are not small in number, which makes this community
significant. The course leader and two of the five veteran teachers are the core members because of their
contribution to the community. The rest of the five veterans were the active members. Within this community,
the core and active members help the rest to understand content knowledge better and deeper, share their
teaching experiences and difficulties, create new teaching practices with newcomers via discussion and
negotiation, and more importantly, promote their professional development.

4. The Implementation of CoP

Teacher collaboration is a common practice among Chinese teachers. It involves various teacher development
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activities on an institutional basis (Xu, 2012). Collaborative lesson preparation is one of the forms of teacher
collaboration. There is no consensus as to the definition of collaborative lesson preparation. But it is generally
acknowledged that collaborative lesson preparation is an important school- or college-based activity where
teachers work together to exchange pedagogical experiences in lesson preparation, classroom management, and
learning assessment (Gao & Xu, 2014). It is done in an organized, prepared, and purposeful way where teachers
of the same subject at the same grade convene at an appointed place. As a consequence, teachers feel more
supported, less stressed, and more confident as they are well-prepared in how to handle potential challenges and
difficulties in a collective way before class that may otherwise have to be confronted alone (Xu, 2013).

To a great extent, the collaborative lesson preparation in CC CoP in G University follows the procedure (see
figure) suggested by Cerbin and Kopp (2011). After getting to know who the members were in the CC teaching
team, the dean and the course leader informed the members of the establishment of a CoP and explained to them
the significance of this CoP. Collaborative lesson preparation was held at least once a month and was usually
sponsored by the dean and the course leader. What has to be noted is that lack of hierarchy within CoP is not
equivalent to the lack of leadership. The hierarchical leadership exists to select a minority to make vital decisions
“based on assumptions of people’s powerlessness, their lack of personal vision and inability to master the forces
of change...” (Senge, 1990, p. 340), while the inclusive, democratic leadership is based on individuals’ capacity
to influence the community rather than on a position of authority (Pearse & Conger, 2003). Therefore, the
democratic leadership is encouraged within CoP in order to create bonds between team members and enable
them to interact with each other.
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Figure 1. Lesson preparation CoP procedure borrowed from Cerbin and Kopp (2011)

The first meeting was particularly important. It occurred a week before the class so that all the members got a
chance to share with and learn from each other. The course leader had already had an individual conversation
with each member before the first meeting so that she could produce an outline of teaching plan and schedule for
group discussion as well as be acquainted with each member and their problems beforehand. The syllabus drawn
in the previous year was presented as a reference for revision. The sponsors (the dean and the course leader)
would emphasize that this community was to develop the best teaching practices and that no one would be
judged by their mistakes, naive questions, lack of information in their content knowledge. In the subsequent
meetings they would reemphasize this point so that a safe and hierarchy-free learning zone was established for
its members. The first meeting usually focused on revising the syllabus including the learning goals, teaching
contents, teaching methods and plan, and assessment. All members had an opportunity to share their views based
on their learning and teaching experiences and expectations. This communal discussion collaboratively helped to
create a final version of the syllabus. Concerns coming from novices were discussed, which was made use of by
the dean and the course leader as an opportunity to activate veteran members to “boost the intensity of the
knowledge exchanges within the CoP” (Probst & Borzillo, 2008, p. 340). As for the specific lesson plan for each
topic, it was focused on in subsequent lesson preparation meetings, including instructional activities,
assignments, and assessment. Besides, observation was encouraged within the CoP.

It was agreed that CoP would convene once a month. It came in good timing as each unit needed around a month
to finish. Each time the CoP members met, they had just finished one unit and were to start another one. It was a
perfect time for reflection and preparation too. Within the CoP, all members reflected, analyzed and shared how
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to revise their teaching and prepare for the new unit. These activities updated CoP members on all the good
practices and informed them of how to adjust the learning objectives and syllabus for the next unit or next year.
After that the course leader would set up a portfolio to store these practices, supplementary materials, and
relevant documents as the shared repertoire for its members.

In mutual engagement, veteran teachers played a significant role in the community. In the CoP, the veteran
teachers were the ones who shared their teaching methods, schedules, instructional activities, and problems first.
Taking into consideration Chinese characteristic modesty and creating a democratic atmosphere within CoP,
these veteran teachers would begin with “Though I have been teaching for years, I still think something can be
improved. I would like to share with you what I have done so that you can help me to update my skills and
understanding.” They would also end their sharing with “That is what I have done. I wonder whether anyone
could offer some good ideas or questions.” In answering other members’ questions, they would often use “I
prefer to do so because...”in a negotiating manner. What’s more, the old-timers also helped novices to
understand the difficult parts both in contents and in teaching. Sharing also provided a good chance for the
old-timers to reflect their teaching.

Toward the old-timers’ sharing, novices usually showed their appreciation and gradually established their
peripheral identity through sharing and asking questions. From questioning to clarifying their questions to
in-depth learning, novices went beyond peripheral participation and came closer towards the core. For example,
Greek mythology is one of the units in Classical Western Cultural Studies. This unit talks about Olympic gods,
goddesses, and heroes with very complicated names and relations with each other, which Chinese students find
very confusing. One old-timer shared what she did in this part. She presented a collocation exercise where
students were asked to match each god with a company specialized in one domain. Another experienced teacher
but new to this course suggested changing the exercise to another form and asking students to name a list of new
companies. Another newcomer provided another exercise. She decided to present students with pictures from
Greek mythology and ask them to tell each other the stories of those pictures. Moreover, some novices came up
with other ideas, such as asking students to name products and to produce an ad trailer for their products. All the
members liked these ideas as they could relate Greek myths with real life, familiarize students with the names of
gods and goddesses, but also help them realize the significance of their study. In these exchanges and discussions,
the peripheral identity of novices began to change.

Naturally, not all communications went peacefully. Conflicts and disagreement also existed. Due to divergent
experiences and cognition, colleagues would hold different ideas about teaching and learning. For example,
those interested in politics would like to introduce to class the hot topics in world affairs and organize students to
discuss international issues from cultural perspectives. Some teachers challenged this idea and argued that
students’ cognition and language proficiency were not sufficient to support their discussion or present their ideas
well of these topics. They doubted whether students would like these activities. Disagreements like this usually
reminded teachers of something they may have ignored so that they could design their teaching according to
their students’ need and English level. But ideas and practices shared at collaborative lesson preparation helped
its members to understand syllabus and teaching contents better, developed their thinking, and contributed to
knowledge innovation.

5. Impact on Teacher Development

Collaborative lesson preparation impacted the members within the CoP differently. But all felt its positive impact.
One old-timer shared at the meeting what she benefited from this CoP.

It is not easy to be a teacher. Teaching is not a multiple choice with only one standard answer. You should allow
and welcome interpretations and analysis from different perspectives. This course is aimed at helping students
understand western culture in politics, religion, history, education, and in other fields, to help them know how to
make comparisons with Chinese culture, and to cultivate their cultural awareness, creativity and critical thinking.
Collaborative lesson preparation contributes to the fulfilment of this goal by widening and deepening my
thinking, updating myself on practices and knowledge, and enhancing my competences not only in teaching, but
in many other fields we expect our students to develop (Member 1, at the lesson preparation meeting).

Another old-timer said: “Each collaborative lesson preparation is a bumper harvest. We share our ideas with
sincerity and make good use of the information we receive in our discussion, which clarifies our doubts and
problems and improves our teaching. (Member 2, at the lesson preparation meeting).”

The brand-new colleague shared her thoughts in the following way:

I remembered very well how I felt when I was asked to join this teaching team. When I had a look at the
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textbook and the teaching plan on the first day, I was depressed. I had no idea how to teach this course. I was so
nervous that I couldn’t sleep well. I was worried about my first teaching day, and my second. Honestly speaking,
I was in a low spirit almost every day. I haven’t learned these topics when I was a student. They are new, hard,
and too profound even for me. I spent hours in reading but couldn’t understand it well. I cannot image how to
teach students in a week. I asked myself how I could survive. Collaborative lesson preparation saved me. I love
it. It filled up the gap in my knowledge bank, widened my horizon, and prepared me with necessary skills and
knowledge. I didn’t realize English classes can be conducted in such a way. How fun it is! It helped me to
overcome my fears and worries and now I love teaching this course (Member 3, at the lesson preparation
meeting).

Another newcomer commented by saying: “The help experienced teachers offered and the communication we
had with each other helped us to master the key parts of each lesson within a short time, therefore, it increased
our efficiency. With collaborative lesson preparation, I accomplished my teaching successfully this year.
Collaborative lesson preparation made me feel I was back at the university as a student (Member 4, at the lesson
preparation meeting).”

Another novice teacher reflected:

What you (another teacher) talked about last time set me into thinking. I should say you inspired me. I came to
realize what you mentioned was so critical to our course. Discussion is a common class activity, but each
discussion should be based on a clear learning objective. Our course is different from General English which has
a very clear goal. Our course does not. But if each teacher is really clear about what we are going to discuss
today, I think he/she should, first of all, be clear about the learning objectives. The major challenges for us are to
find out these learning objectives and goals in the aspects of thinking, affection, and language for students
among piles of piles of learning materials and make these objectives coherent, relevant, and tangible. I have tried
to do so in this semester and have gained somewhat different perceptions of this course. I was not as nervous and
worried as before, because I knew I was closer to my teaching goal (Member 5, at the lesson preparation
meeting).

Another member said: “Collaborative lesson preparation helped me to anticipate how students will perceive,
interpret, and construe the learning contents and activities. In this community I learned how to be a good, better,
and best director in the classroom (Member 6).”

It is seen from these comments that they felt positive about this CoP and that this CoP was successful. It was in
this CoP that members learned from each other, helped each other, overcame their fears and difficulties, and
promoted their cognition and practice. It was in this CoP that they moved from periphery to the core.

6. Conclusion

CoP has become popular nowadays in universities. Some are very successful, others are not. This study describes
how a teaching group formed and operated a CoP focusing on improving its teaching quality and promoting its
members’ professional development. Several lessons can be drawn from this study about implementing a
successful CoP. First is a strong leadership. It is often misconstrued among university teachers that a CoP is a
loosely structured and hierarchy-free community. Without hierarchy, participation is not required, and members
can participate of their own volition. It may be true, but full membership is hardly achieved without sufficient
and intense participation. Therefore, a strong leadership is needed. A leader should be able to align objectives
with activities and adapt to the CoP members’ specific needs so that members feel their participation in the COP
is meaningful. If a leader can activate the connections and motivate the collaborations in this way, CoP can
attract its members, engage them actively, and increase the “knowledge flows’density” (Probst & Borzillo, 2008,
p- 340). In this study, the dean and the course leader played such a role so that each member felt satisfied with
the CoP.

Secondly, CoP should create an informal and risk-free space so that its members feel safe and willing to convey,
to explore, and to test new ideas and new knowledge. If a mistake or disagreement will not bring about any
penalty or shame, learning and innovation will be higher.

Thirdly, Cop is not a silver bullet but a platform to promote teacher learning. Members should adapt the
collaborated lesson plans to varied student need and use them flexibly. Otherwise student need will be ignored,
and all the lessons will be the same across classrooms. CoP should remind its members not to rely on
collaboration too excessively, but to innovate. Otherwise they will lose their autonomy.

Fourthly, to maintain excitement within the CoP, external experts can be invited either in meetings or in
observation. Experts usually provide focused approaches and rich knowledge content, which can improve CoP
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members’ pedagogy and content knowledge. Besides, interactions with experts can stimulate creativity and
generate new perceptions and ideas.
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