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New Approaches to
Collaborative
Education
By Beverly J. Irby, Karon LeCompte, and Rafael Lara-Alecio

O

n a typical Tuesday afternoon, Roberto, a third grade
student, goes to the cafeteria
at the end of his regular school day.
After a healthy snack, he heads for
his tutoring session, where he is
greeted by Patricia, an education
major who comes to the sessions as
part of her elementary methods
classes.
Patricia and Roberto work on
math, reading, and study skills for
30 minutes or so. She tells him that
she is excited about coming to teach
in Roberto's class room in two
weeks. He describes a “nifty” science activity that some university
students did with his class last
year.
Roberto also tells Patricia that
his mother and he attend Saturday
School, where she is learning English and computer skills. Patricia
says she will be there next Saturday to help in the program.
Later in the afternoon, Patric i a ’s teaching methods professor
and Roberto’s third grade teacher

stop in to offer encouragement.

What’s going on here? What’s
going on, in the scenario above, is a
new and exciting approach to collaborative learning. Roberto and
Patricia are part of an on-site, realworld, learning laboratory where
universities, schools, and parents
are working together to improve the
learning experience for elementary
school students and teachers in
1
training.
This article describes two such
community learning programs that
use a professional development center approach to teacher education.
In the first example, university pres ervic e teachers, like Patricia,
become a part of a school community by participating in real classroom
settings.
The second example brings education professors and their students
into the community by involving
parents. The program offers a laboratory classroom for university students, with semi-structured learning activities for the elementary
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Education faculty in this program
spent much of their time helping
students combine theory and practice.

school children. Parents have an
opportunity for personal improvement, while graduate students can
gather data for academic and pro2
fessional growth.
Current evidence in the field of
education notes the importance of
collaboration between schools and
universities in the preparation of
3
new teachers. This collaboration,
along with an emphasis on community involvement, is at the heart of
programs sponsored by professional
development centers like the Sam
Houston State University Center
for Professional Development.
These programs are important
because, despite the evidence supporting collaborative approaches to
learning, traditional teaching methods, such as lecture and class discussion, continue to be the main
means by which faculty teach. Dey
reports that only 20 percent of faculty use experiential learning or
4
field-based studies to teach.
In the professional development
center we describe here, education
faculty spend much of their time
helping students in combining theory and practice. In addition, they
begin to serve the larger educational community as part of the elementary or secondary school’s overall
learning community,
This professional development
approach gives new meaning to
community learning—and serves as
an example for other colleges and

school districts.
In the first example of community-based, collaborative learning,
24 Sam Houston State University
preservice teachers forego the university lecture hall in favor of taking their methods classes in elementary social studies, science, and
math on-site at Sammons Elementary School, a culturally and linguistically diverse campus in Houston, Texas.

I

n this first example, preservice
teachers w orked for a f ull
semester with mentor teachers
from the elementary school, under
the direction of education methods
faculty from the university. The
education professors also provided
training for the mentors and facilitated discussion on curriculum,
instructional strategies, and stu5
dent learning.
The university students spent
between three and seven hours per
week in each of their assigned classrooms. They began by observing
mentor teachers and university professors as they demonstrated model
lessons. University professors, in
turn, viewed lessons delivered by
mentor teachers and preservice
teachers and provided feedback.
Reflections and self-assessments
were conducted on all teaching,
with the help of video recordings.
The development center
believes that future teachers must

THE NEA HIGHER EDUCATION JOURNAL

61

The preservice teachers in the project
increasingly saw themselves as a part
of a learning community.

be technologically proficient. To
help the preservice teachers integrate technology into teaching, the
center provided various software
tools and made computer technology and scanners available to generate reports and student-developed
activities. The computer lab and the
technology specialist on the elementary campus were also available to
university students as they prepared lessons and activities.
The preservice teachers in this
project increasingly saw themselves
as a part of the learning community
since their university class met on
the elementary campus and since
they worked daily in the classrooms. Their plans for teaching and
assisting in the classroom were
developed directly from the curriculum, as defined by their respective
mentor teachers. Planning was a
combined effort that linked university students, mentor teachers, and
university professors.
Teams of two or three preservice teachers planned the curriculum for a six-day teaching episode
in science, math, and social studies.
The science and social studies curriculum was developed as an integrated unit, incorporating technology an d alt ernat ive asses sment
methodology.
The succ ess of the planning
proces s us ed by the preservice
teachers, their mentor teachers,
and the professors reinforces the

argument for field-based experiences for future teachers. Within
this framework, undergraduates
experience the advantages and disadvantages of working with a team.
In the beginning, the preservice
teachers expressed fear and anxiety
of the unknown. But by the end of
the teaching episodes, they were
confident that they could teach
effectively:
“I never realized what went
into curriculum planning and
teaching until now. It's a tough
job.”
“The most important thing we
found in the planning and teaching process is that we learned to
listen to each other and draw on
each other's strengths.”
“We are going to make a conscious effo rt during student
teaching next semester to work
as a part of the school community. The understanding of the child re n , the culture of the school,
and the teachers makes a difference in the way we view the curriculum and day-to-day operations of the classroom.”
ecause Sammons Elementary
is an ethnically diverse campus, university students were
encouraged to think seriously and
critically about the development
of a multicultural environment,
which further enhanced their sense

B
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Many young students thrive on the
attention and encouragement that
university students can offer.

6

of community.
The students began with a critical essay about their own culture
and increased their awareness of
diversity by reading about and discussing other cultures. They were
urged to remain open-minded and
to absorb what is similar and different in the cultures of the children
they taught.
As a part of this development,
the university students recorded
and observed a lesson where they
interacted with elementary students. They judged themselves on
their respect, understanding, and
response to the cultural diversity
found among their students. They
began developing, in essence, an
ethic of caring.

T

he ethic of car ing w as an
important con cept in this
professional development cent e r. Here, university faculty and
preservice teachers provided an
added force of instructors who care
about quality education for students. The preservice teachers provided Sammons students with a
greater degree of individualized
instruction. Additionally, both the
preservice teachers and the elementary students benef itted from
demonstration teaching sessions
conducted by the university faculty.
Many young students thrived
on the attention and encouragement that the university students

offer, as evidenced by the following
comments from elementary students:
“I like having you in my
classroom because you help me
learn better.”
“Your activities are so much
fun, I really like the Emu eggs
and the experiment we did.”
“You always smile when you
see me.”
The second program we would
like to describe grew out of fieldbased exper iences in bili ng ual
classrooms. Several of the university students enrolled in the fieldbased methods courses were working toward a dual endorsement in
bilingual and elementary education. They were able to offer many
of the Sammons Elementary children support within their own culture and language.
These preservice teachers were
assigned to bilingual classrooms for
the semester where they helped
teach students to express the individuality of their own culture and
language. From this experience, it
became clear that there was a need
to reach the broader community.
This recognition led to the creation of a program aimed at involving potentially English proficient
parents in the education of their
children while helping them learn
English. This program, called Sat-
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Saturday enrichment activities were
provided for the parents and their
children, at no cost to families.

urday School at Sammons and operated jointly by Sam Houston State
University and Texas A&M Univer7
sity-College Station, provided university students laboratory settings
for working with potentially English proficient learners and, more
importantly, contributed to the community learning structure on campus.
Preservice teachers, along with
university professors, planned and
prepared sequential lessons for the
p rogram. Saturday enrichment
activities were provided for the parents and their children of all ages at
no cost to families. Each Saturday,
an average of 35 parents attended
the program, which was federally
funded partially by a bilingual education Title VII grant and fully supported by the elementary school
campus administration team.

B

esides the parents, this community of learners included
professors, elementary age
students, as well as undergraduate
students, masters students, and
doctoral students.
The program ran ten consecutive weekends for three hours every
Saturday morning. The principal
and assistant principals rotated the
opening of the building each Saturday.
One-half of the parents attended an ESL class for an hour and a
half, then moved to a hands-on com-

puter class for the remaining time.
The other half of the parents began
with the computer class and then
switched to ESL. The elementary
s tudents had sem i-st ructured
learning activities during the morning Saturday session.
The parents who attended Saturday School at Sammons were
highly motivated. They expected
that the skills they were learning
would improve their socio-economic
status and their personal lives. One
example of the level of motivation
was a father who attended class
each Saturday at 9:00 a.m. after
working all night until 6:00 a.m.
Besides the basic English skills
of reading, writing, speaking, and
listening—and learning how to better assist their children—the parents also learned how to write a
resumé in Spanish and English and
how to fill out a job application in
English. These skills were incorporated in the ESL class and then
applied during the computer session. Among the finished products
were a professionally typed resumé
and accompanying letters.
In answer to open-ended interview questions used as a part of the
evaluation of this program, the parents who attended indicated that
the program was significant in their
lives and in the future of their families:
“Today I clean buildings, but
as long as I try to learn English,
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my next job will be better.”
“My husband and I want to
start our own business. We are
here to learn computer skills and
improve our English. We want a
better future for our children.”
“ When my ch i l d ren see me
doing my homewo rk , they want
to help. We learn as a family.”
These parents were part of a
learning community that emphasized individual improvement and
life-long learning. They learned
strategies for communicating with
their children about school life. The
benefits from this communication
ar e ample. Parental encouragement, we know from research, significantly contributes to stronger
student achievement, better attitudes, and higher aspirations. A
child with involved and supportive
parents is likely to be successful in
8
school and the future.
Field-based experiences in profes sional development centers,
given the right components, can
work in any community. The university professors and students and
the elementary school teachers and
administrators involved in the Sam
Houston and Texas A&M program
believe that teachers for the new
century must engage in authentic
teaching. This can happen best if
schools and university-based educa-
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