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Sepideh Hosseini - sepi.hosseini@gmail.com 

 
Abstract: Research suggests that teacher-teacher collaboration can play a significant role in 
teacher development. The presenter will share findings from interviews with ALI teachers and 
coordinators and discuss the questions: In what ways do teachers support, share and 
collaborate? How does collaboration promote teacher development? And finally, what are the 
factors that foster a culture of voluntary collaboration? The presentation will provide an 
understanding of the value of collaborative work environments, as well as suggestions for 
promoting teacher collaboration in other ESL/FL workplaces. 
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Literature Review 
 

 Informal Learning 
 

“Activities initiated by people in work settings that result in the development of their 
professional knowledge and skills.” (Cofer, 2000; Lohman, 2000) 

 
 Scholars have found collaborative informal learning to be significant in the field of 

teaching: 
 

“In collaboration, teachers can become aware of or question their own (tacit) beliefs and 
understandings. Also, new knowledge can be created and existing knowledge extended.”  
(Meirink, 2007)  

 
Research Context: American Language Institute (ALI) 
 

 Intensive pre-academic ESL program 
 

 Teacher-training program 
o Instructors from SFSU MA TESOL 

 
Research Questions 
 

 RQ1 - In what ways do ALI teachers collaborate with one another? 
 

 RQ 2 - How does teacher-teacher collaboration benefit teacher development? 
 

 RQ 3 - What factors foster the ALI culture of collaboration? 



 2 

Methods 
 
Recorded interviews with: 

 5 ALI teachers 
 3 ALI coordinators 

 
Discussion of Interview Data 
 
Overview  
 

 Part I: RQ1 and RQ2 
o 5 Themes (types of sharing, support or collaboration) 

1. Conversation* 
2. Sharing Materials 
3. Collaborative Creation of Materials* 
4. Collaborative Action Research 
5. Peer Observation 
 

 Part II: RQ3 
o 7 Factors 

1. Physical Space* 
2. Selection for Collaborative Qualities 
3. Modeling through Teacher Training* 
4. Entering the ALI Culture* 
5. Incentive to Seek Help 
6. Coordinator Encouragement 
7. Institutional Support* 

*expanded below 
 
Theme: Conversation 
 

 Between “section mates” 
 Students and classroom management 
 

 Between “subject mates” 
 Interpreting curriculum 
 Lesson planning, activities, materials 
 Debriefing (“How did it go?”) 
 Content 
 

 Ideas and advice 
“Sometimes I feel like I learn a lot just being in the teachers’ room and overhearing 
other people’s conversations … It’s helpful to just hear it and think “maybe I’ll do that 
next time” or “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” You know, it pushes you to think about 
why not.” 
 

 Commiserating/ venting, sharing positive experiences 
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Theme: Collaborative Creation of Materials 
 

 Working with a colleague to create: lesson plans, handouts, quizzes, curricula 
 
 Benefits: 

o Better quality materials than working by oneself 
o Exposure to different backgrounds and different approaches 
o “Takes the pain out of lesson planning” 

 
“But when I sit down to lesson plan and I’m staring at a blank screen, it feels like I’m 
trying to force myself to think about something in a silent and linear way that’s not 
conducive to that.  Like I need to talk about it and move around and pretend I’m talking 
to students and make visuals. None of that happens when I sit down at my computer.” 

 
Factor: Physical Space 
 

 Teachers’ Room 
o Technical Resources: computers, etc.  > Encourage teachers to work there 
o Couch, lockers, kitchenette > Encourage teachers to “hang out” there 

 
 How does a physical space lead to collaboration? 

 
I think the only thing that I'm really surprised with is that some of the best feedback I've 
gotten has been from a casual conversation in the teachers’ room. And for that reason I 
feel that the teachers' room is a huge resource…Sometimes you don't even know that 
you're gonna have this issue. Or you already thought the activity was fine. But you're just 
not sure. And if there were no one there, you wouldn't seek someone out and make a 
meeting. 

 
Factor: Modeling through Teacher Training 
  

 Senior-teacher intern relationship 
 Workshops 
 Level meetings 

 
Factor: Entering the ALI culture 
 

 Reflection and introspection valued 
 
 Dedication to craft of teaching 

“It’s only going to work - you’re only going to have this type of collaboration if 
everybody wants to put that amount of energy into it, and wants to think deeply about it. 
And a lot of people, even if they care about their teaching, they’re not at a point in their 
lives where they want to talk with you for half an hour about how this handout should 
look.” 
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Factor: Institutional Support 
 

 Employees are treated well 
o  Resources provided  
o  Respect 
o  Caring 

 

So they care, I care. It makes it open for sharing.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Benefits for teacher development: 
 

 exchange of ideas and materials with others 
o  expansion of a teacher’s thinking and teaching practices  
 

 influence on morale and dedication to one’s work  
 
Suggestions for teachers 
 

 Be open to reflection and change 
 

 Remember that your colleagues are an important resource for professional development 
(and so are you!) 

 

 Initiate collaboration with colleagues through regular meetings, informal discussion, 
collaborative creation of materials, collaborative action research and peer observation.  

 
Suggestions for institutions 
 

 Provide physical space 
 

 Provide models of collaboration 
o Teacher training 
o Meetings and workshops 

 
 Encourage collaboration 

 
 Respect and support teachers 

 
 
 
 

Thank you for attending my presentation! If you have any 
questions, or would like to read the capstone project paper, 
please e-mail me at sepi.hosseini@gmail.com 


