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All four presenters in this workshop speak for groups of AMEP teachers who are 

engaged in a research project which is exploring the use of Cooperative Development 

in the AMEP, with the aim of adding a new dimension to our existing community of 

practice. 

 
I would like to begin with a quote from Carl Rogers, taken from his 1983 book, 

Freedom to Learn:  

“…if I trust the capacity of the human individual for developing her own potentiality 

then I can provide her with many opportunities and permit her to choose her own way 

and her own direction in her learning ” (1983:127). 

 

As teachers we are always encountering challenges to the way we practise and  

moments of self-doubt about our teaching practice or the direction it is taking. We 

also frequently encounter problems which are specific to a particular group of learners; 

problems which require a solution that may be as unique as the group. 

In finding a solution to such problems, there are a number of courses open to us. We 

can consult the literature to learn about the solutions of other people who consider 

themselves expert enough, or ambitious enough, to go into print with advice about 

teaching methods. Or we can consult with colleagues who may have encountered 

similar classes or problems themselves, or who we may consider to be generally more 

experienced than ourself. This latter process can be hindered, though, by the 

possibility that many teachers are quite defensive about what goes on in their 

classroom and are unwilling to seek advice from their peers. In addition, such a path 

towards resolution of a problem is not the path of the individual but a path prescribed 

by another. 

Another way open to us is that we can think about the issue and experiment with  

solutions in a cycle of action research conducted in our learner group. In this process, 

the path is our own, but it is limited by being unassisted. 

We would like to suggest an alternative to these three processes; namely, that we can 

engage in a process of cooperative development with our peers in order to illuminate a 

meaningful path forward in our ongoing personal professional development.  
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Cooperative development is a model of communication that promotes the individual 

path of the teacher-as-learner, through a process of supported self-discovery.  

In this process, the teacher is engaged in a path of learning that is marked by the 

articulation of ideas and feelings that derive from her own experiences and her own 

expertise.  

The thought is that we can develop our practice, not just through intellectual learning, 

but also through our experience of teaching. According to Rogers (1983), “Significant 

learning combines the logical and the intuitive, the intellect and the feelings, the 

concept and the experience, the idea and the meaning.” (1983:20) 

The process of articulating our thoughts to a listener, in Cooperative Development, 

enables us to realize that kind of learning, because when we speak we are trying to put 

into words our experiential learning. What is important, though, is that the listener 

tries to understand us on our own terms, with empathy. It is this empathic 

understanding that can, in Rogers’ words : “(establish) a climate for self-initiated, 

experiential learning” (Rogers,1983:125). 

Cooperative Development is a process that engages people in a dialogue involving 

two crucial roles – that of the Speaker and the Understander. 

The Speaker has an issue they would like to explore, in the hope of finding a solution, 

or developing their practice, and the Understander is a listener who is working to 

create a space for the Speaker to do that exploration in.  

The act of communication between people in these two roles is somewhat contrived, 

in the sense that it takes a form which does not necessarily come naturally to most 

people in our culture, outside of the world of psychotherapy. I don’t mean to suggest 

that a Cooperative Development session is like a counselling session, since the latter 

would involve discussion of a personal problem between two people who are not 

equals, at least for the purpose of the discussion. 

In this act of communication between equals, the Speaker should feel free to articulate 

her thoughts in a non-defensive manner, and the Understander should engage in 

empathic and non-judgemental listening.  

As those of us in my group have discovered in the course of this research project, it’s 

easy enough to be a Speaker, you just get to ramble on to a receptive listener, but 

being a good Understander does not come easily! What we have to overcome, as 

Understanders, is the very strong desire to impose our own ego on the Speaker’s issue. 
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We may sometimes be bursting with the desire to say “why don’t you just do X?” Or 

“I had the same problem in my class and this is what I did.” These responses would be 

appropriate in another form of communication – one where the speaker has sought the 

advice of a peer. Not here. 

Here, as Understanders, we must learn to check our egos at the door and listen to the 

Speaker, really listen, in a way that means we can try to help the Speaker organise her 

own ideas, rather than insert ours. We must strive to find common threads in the 

discourse of the Speaker, that we might lay them out for the Speaker to examine, but 

they must be the Speaker’s thoughts, reflected back to her, rather than the thoughts of 

the Understander. Through identifying these themes and reflecting them back to the 

Speaker, we can help her listen to herself, and tease out the defining aspects of the 

issue she is exploring.  

When this is achieved, what the Understander has created for the Speaker is a space in 

which to explore her own ideas and solutions to a particular problem, towards her 

own independent professional development. 

As a Speaker, you might go into the session with a clear idea of the problem you want 

to discuss, you may even have some idea of possible solutions to the problem, or you 

may simply go in with a desire to explore the issue and see what the Cooperative 

Development session brings up, about the problem and the solution.  

What you can find in the process is a very liberating space in which to think about 

your issue, and to learn something about yourself and possible ways forward that are 

of your own design. Nobody is going to tell you how you should think or how you 

should act, because you are hopefully going to discover that for yourself. In the 

process, you will have had the opportunity to really learn something meaningful about 

how you teach and how you can work to develop your teaching practice. 

The experience of being a Speaker in a Cooperative Development session has been 

extremely positive for all members of the research group that I represent. We have all 

gained a lot  

 

Let me now give you a brief overview of the Community of Practice research project 

to date. 

We began the research, earlier this year, with a two day method workshop, run by 

Julian Edge, who was until recently Research Director at the AMEP Research Centre 
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at Macquarie. Cooperative Development is a framework he developed in the late 

1980s and has been teaching and practising ever since. 

Following the workshop, each group agreed to set aside time every week to engage in 

a cooperative development session with another group member, and to record some or 

all of these sessions, for later analysis. Our group from the AMEP at Perth Central 

TAFE decided to arrange a roster of cooperative development pairs, who met once a 

week to engage in a CD session. Most of these sessions have been recorded for 

possible future analysis. We have also had feedback sessions, to discuss issues that 

have arisen, and to plan future work in the research project.  

In conducting these weekly sessions, we have been trying to improve our Cooperative 

Development-style communication skills, and also to reflect on what the Cooperative 

Development framework can bring to the process of ongoing professional 

development at the AMEP.  

At the end of the research period, each participant will be required to submit at least 

one piece of research data, along with reflections and analysis. The submissions will 

form the basis of an academic report and an action plan, which will be presented to 

the AMEP in 2006. 

 

By developing a tool for cooperative professional development, we hope to create a 

stronger sense of collegiality among AMEP staff and an enhanced ability to work 

with our peers on our individual continuing professional development. It will also 

provide an enhanced ability to support or mentor newer staff members, or provide a 

framework to support staff groups through times of program change. 

In her examination of the implementation of the CSWE in Prospect (2003) Helen 

Slatyer notes that “School cultures are traditionally individualistic where teachers 

keep to themselves and do not work together. However, it is in schools where 

collaborative work cultures are in place that the most successful integration of 

innovation has been observed.” (2003,18,1:45-46). My own experience so far leads 

me to believe that practising Cooperative Development will foster such a 

collaborative work culture.  
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