Developing Communities of Reflective Practice
Closely related to the notion of reflective practice is the notion of a professional community that provides an effective context for teachers to raise questions, share problems, explore, plan, try out and reflect on the effectiveness of learning; to learn and change as professionals. Interactions with others in the learning environment affect how we think about, express, and put ideas to use (Resnick, 1991; Soltis, 1981). In her synthesis paper on approaches to educational reform, Little (1993) posits that 

the dominant ‘training’ model of teacher development – a model focused primarily on expanding an individual’s repertoire of well-defined and skillful classroom practice – is not adequate to the ambitious visions of teaching and schooling embedded in present reform initiatives. . . . The test of teachers’ professional development opportunities resides in their capacity to engage teachers in . . . study, investigation, and experimentation. . . . Reform calls not for training, but for adequate ‘opportunity to learn’ (and investigate, experiment, consult, or evaluate) embedded in the routine organization of teachers’ work day and work year.

(See also Gamoran, Secada, & Marrett, in press; Little, 1992; Meier, 1992; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1999; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999.) In its best sense, the existence of professional community puts professionals in positions of agency where they are involved in assessing how their students are doing, in identifying problems, in engaging in the process of their own professional development, and in planning for and monitoring change (cf. Cohen & Ball, 1999; Freedman et al., 1999). Subject-specific teacher collaboratives have grown in the past decade (e.g., Freedman et al., 1999; Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Morehouse, Katz, & Mueller, 1999; Phelps, 1991;Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992; Wells, 1999). They often encompass several components: teachers’ knowledge of content and pedagogy (cf. Shulman, 1987; Grossman, 1990, 1992; Grossman & Stodolsky, 1995); teacher access to a broader network of professional relationships (Sizer, 1996; Langer, 1999; Richardson & Hamilton, 1994); and teacher agency in reform (Lieberman, 1992). For example, Little and McLaughlin (1991, 1993), in a study of a math collaborative that also speaks to other subject areas, have identified six aspects of a teacher collaborative’s strength: 1) support in subject matter teaching that exceeds that of the district or university; 2) a norm of informed and steady experimentation; 3) a system of mutual aid; 4) sustained involvement with a professional community; 5) a connection to the classroom; and 6) a broadened engagement in conceptual and policy issues within the field. In comparison to training experiences, professional communities also offer greater opportunity for principled and well-informed dissent that strengthens both group decisions and individual choices (Richardson, 1994).

From the sociocognitive perspective, we would posit that when teachers with different types of knowledge and experience come together for a shared purpose they can draw upon each other’s expertise and also engage in activity involving new inquiry that will move them to become a discourse community of their own, with more closely shared goals, ways of understanding problems, and potential solutions. Several successful communities have been reported on in the English language arts literature. Among them is one is described by Wineburg and Grossman (1998) and Thomas, Wineburg, Grossman, Myhre, and Woolworth (1998) where social studies and English teachers collaborated with university faculty to read books, discuss teaching and learning, and develop a humanities-based curriculum. Interaction and discussion of differing goals and perceptions aided group understanding. Freedman and colleagues (1999) convened a national network of teachers who together investigated issues of multiculturalism, literacy, and instruction. This community worked collectively to investigate, reflect on their practice and share their findings with colleagues. Here, too, teachers’ collective inquiry advanced their understandings of their own teaching and led to changes in teaching practice. This happens in part through the creation of a new "culture" in Bruner’s (1996) sense, within which "interpretations of meaning reflect not only the idiosyncratic histories of individuals, but also the culture’s canonical ways of constructing reality." These communities develop and are sustained by a "discourse of practice"(Ball & Cohen, 1999) that involves the development of common analytic and descriptive vocabularies, points of reference, and shared experiences that provide the cognitive tools through which individuals can examine and rethink individual practice (Putnam & Borko, 2000).

