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ABSTRACT

This study explores a form of collaboration in learning that alleviates isolation
and supports successful graduate degree completion. Collaborative inquiry was used
as the research methodology. Nine women (including the author) researched their
experience of collaborative learning in the Tuesday Group — a group of individuals
who have completed graduate degrees at the University of Victoria. A holistic
approach to data collection included: personal writing; oral stories; E-mail

conversations; quotes from group members’ theses; and collage artwork.

The author found themes of connection, support, and challenge in the

experience of collaborative learning.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH

In 1984, I finished my formal education and went traveling in Europe with a
good friend. Our conversations during that time opened an exciting new world of
learning for me. Emerging from 17 years of received knowledge, memorizing the
words of teachers and texts, this was a time of finding my voice. 1 remember vividly
the surge of energy I felt sitting one day in Paris in Notre Dame Cathedral. Using a
maze metaphor, my friend and I constructed a wild theory of life’s journey based on
our personal experiences and the books we were reading at that time. Together we
were making meaning; sharing our stories and questions as equal researchers in life.
We were listening and speaking, learning and teaching, I felt a creative energy
(synergy) as we constructed our knowledge. This experience of collaboration in

learning was empowering and exhilarating. I was “hooked”.

Situating Myself
In the following 15 years, pursuing a career in recreation and adult education, I
participated in traditional continuing education courses but increasingly I found myself
Jjoining informal learning groups. In these informal groups, I experienced collaboration
in learning that offered multiple perspectives that extended and deepened my
understanding. I have been involvéd for 2 years in a professional group that meets

monthly to discuss selected journal articles in our field; for 5 years in a bookclub that



gathers bi-monthly to discuss a novel; and for 10 years in a social group that gathers
weekly. These groups enriched my learning. Course instructors and published experts
continued to inform me but I learned to leave a space for developing multiple
perspectives and for participating in the construction of knowledge.

In 1999, I returned to the formal educational setting of graduate studies with
many questions concerning lifelong learning and my role as an adult educator. For
personal reasons, I wondered if T might experience collaborative learning in the formal
context of a univérsity graduate program but I never thought it would become the

focus of my research.

Problem

Over a third of masters students and over a half of doctoral students fail to
complete their degrees (Cude, 2001). This high rate of withdrawal is a source of
concem not only for graduate students but a]so for supervisors and administrators in
the academic community. Many graduate students have shared stories with me of
feeling isolated and unsupported during the research and writing of their theses. Cude
(2001) found that withdrawal from graduate programs often occurs after all course
work is completed. This withdrawal after such a large investment of time, effort, and
money has already been expended is a concern to not only the students and
supervisors involved but also the community at large and to governments that fund
these programs.

Searching for approaches to this problém, I discovered a promising lead in the

acknowledgment section of a Masters thesis completed at the University of Victoria in



1997. “My lifeline has been in the form of the Tuesday Noon Group with the
dedicated attendance of .. .(lists members by name). Our weekly sessions have ranged
from anchoring and validating each other’s work to challenging and rocking each
other’s boat” (Miller, 1997). Looking further, I found that the thesis of this member of
the Tuesday Noon Group, stated: “A special part of my university experience has been
the Tuesday ‘salon’ shared with a collage of colleagues” (de Champlain, 1996).

Miller and de Champlain were referring to an informal group of graduate students that
met weekly during their course work, research, and afterwards. All eight core
members of this group, which I call the “Tuesday Group”, successfully completed
their Masters graduate programs (six in the Department of Communication and Social
Foundations / Adult Education, one in the School of Social Work, and one in the
School of Physical Education). The group members had diverse educational and
professional backgrounds, as well as sharing a common interest in adult learning. All
agreed that the Tuesday Group was a special part of their graduate experience, and six
mentioned the group in the acknowledgment section of their thesis.

T was curious to know more about such a successful group and how this
method of learning might contribute to graduate studies. There is a growing body of
reéearch on collaborative learning at the K to 12 and undergraduate levels (Bruffee,
1993; Cranton, 1998; Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith, 1990; Goodsell,
Mabher, Tinto, Smith, & MacGregor, 1992; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991) but
little about this method of learning at the graduate level. Educational approaches such
as discussion groups (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999), learner networks (Cranton, 1998),

cooperative learning groups (Johnson et al, 1991), and learning communities



(Gabelnick et al., 1990) have been studied at the undergraduate level and learning
groups have a long recorded history in adult education (Rose, 1996; Selman &
Dampier, 1997). However, there seemed to be a gap in the literature when I looked for
* research on collaborative learning in the educational context of a university graduate
program.

Research has been done on the experience of graduate students (Caplan, 1994;
Carlson, 1999; Cooper, 1999; Gouthro & Grace, 2000; N. Hall, 1997; Polson, 1998)
and some authors recommend networking and collaboration among students (Polson,
1998; N. Hall, 1997; Caplan, 1994) but fail to state how this should occur. Some
graduate programs have used cohort groupings to encourage collaboration (Lawrence,
1997; Tom, 1999), but the research on this is limited.

In addition, research literature seldom explores the lived experience of
coliaborative learning from the learners’ perspectives (Armstrong, 2001). Hearing the
stories of a group of graduate students that had a high success rate could be of value to
the academic and external community. If we can gain a deeper understanding of what
collaborative learning is, perhaps it will provide a foundation for further exploration
into how it can be encouraged and supported. Since completion of graduate programs
by students is of concern to many in the academic and external community, there are
practical and professional benefits to gaining a deeper understanding of what the
experience of collaborative learning is like for the members of a successful group of

graduate students.



Purpose
The purpose of this study is to investigate and to describe a form of
collaboration in learning that alleviates isolation and supports successful graduate
degree completion. The focus of the study is to address the question, What is the
experience of collaborative learning in the graduate context? This question is pursued
by studying the Tuesday Group. It is hoped that the knowledge gained will contribute
not only to research on graduate student success but also to the growing body of

research on adult and lifelong learning.

The Tuesday Group

Before exploring what the experience of collaborative learning was like for the
members of the Tuesday Group it is helpful to understand the setting, The following
brief history helps to situate this group further. Parts of this story emerged during the
research meetings with the Group and in the member’s writing. At one of our
meetings, we worked as a group to brainstorm a timeline of the group’s history, and
later some members searched their old datebooks to confirm the sequence of events.
The following story is a composite from all these sources.

Ten years ago, four graduate students attended a lecture where they heard that
approximately half of all graduate students fail to complete their degrees. They were
surprised and concerned. The professor suggested that joining a group might be one
way to support the completion of the degree. As these four walked away from the

lecture, they discussed a plan to form a group. The shared goal of this group would be



to complete their graduate degrees - they were determined that none would join the
dismal statistics of failure.

The group began meeting biweekly, but soon switched to weekly meetings
when the members found this better suited their schedules. Gathering informally for
lunch every Tuesday, the group had an open door to new members. Within three years
the group had grown td include eight core members. Other members came and went
over the years, but the meetings never grew larger then seven or eight people at a time.
The members came to the group with diverse edu'cational and professional
backgrounds that included teaching, academic administration, nursing, health
education, and social work. They shared a common interest in adult education and a
desire to complete a graduate degree. Many members also shared committee members
and classes. One of the founding members of the group was a male and a couple of
other men joined the group for short periods, but the eight core members that
remained with the group were all women. The members of the group all continued
with their professional work during their graduate programs and many also balanced
family responsibilities in their busy schedules.

The original Tuesday noon meetings took place weekly for nine years as the
members completed their course work, engaged in research-and the writing of their
theses, and continued to share experiences afterwards. The group gathered at the
Graduate Student Centre at the University of Victoria. Their location in the Centre
moved through the seasons, from outside on the sunny patio to inside in the lounge or
conference room. The discussion was usually informal and covered a wide variety of

topics. Occasionally through the years, the group would invite a guest to come and



talk with them. These guests ranged from visiting professors who were teaching
summer courses at the university to fellow graduate students who were nearing the
completion of their researéh. When the time came for each group member to defend
her thesis, meetings were planned to practice defending the thesis with the group.
Most members also attended the oral defense of each member’s thesis. All eight core
members completed their masters degrees between the years of 1994 and 1998. One
member went on to complete her doctoral degree in 1999 and one member is currently
a doctoral student.

The following excerpt from a story written by a group member gave a glimpse
into the lunch meetings of the group when they were graduate students:

Tuesdays at Noon |

I remember racing to get there on time - always feeling pressured by a busy
work morning - running late, struggling to leave work tasks behind, but
wanting to be there. One or two members of the group would always be there
before me - they always seemed calm - and I felt like I'd blown in from the
trailing edge of a windstorm. They always graciously allowed me to bluster on
about the latest work problems and challenges.

I have memories of summertime meetings and vying for an outside table on
the patio. Making sure the umbreila worked, and shuffling around the small
patio table to ensure that the sun-worshipers and shade-lovers found just the
right spot. My black bag would be brimming with books, papers, my journal
and other paraphernalia - typically I never used anything except my journal to
jot down a special note or reference - but I always dragged it all along just in
case.

There'd be calls of delight when yet another group member would appear
around the corner to join us - but we never really knew for sure who would
come. Over the munching of lunches the discussion would unfold - and soon
I'd be basking in the warmth of the sun and the glow of the conversation. I'd
begin to forget my work world and submerge myself in the excitement of
sharing stories - academic, professional and personal - no rhyme or reason -
the words and laughter would flow in their own unpredictable way.



The hardest part was leaving - I'd glance at my watch - how could the time

have flown by so quickly? I didn't want to surface - we were just getting going

- how could I possibly re-enter my work world now? (Claire, writing shared

June 13, 2001)

Special events also occurred outside the group’s regular Tuesday noon
meetings. These included three writing retreats to Gabriola Island, a group
presentation given in a University of Victoria graduate class, and a collage artwork
night to mark the end of the millennium. Some events evolved into annual occasions,
such as the Christmas lunch and walk that started in 1995 and a summer solstice party
that started in 1998.

Occasionally over the years, members would come at noon and find
themselves sitting alone, but the group mattered enough that they continued to meet
even through these lulls. In 1999, the attendance at the Tuesday noon meetings
became more sporadic. As lives changed, it became increasingly difficult to come
every week, A few members joined an evening writing circle to continue their
inquiries. Acknowledging their changing lives, in 2000, the Tuesday Group switched
to biweekly meetings and tried to alternate noon and evening times. All agreed that
they valued the opportunity for academic discussion and wanted the meetings to
continue. The members discussed possible projects and a new focus for the group.
Regularly scheduled meetings stopped in summer 2000 and they gathered instead at
various times for potluck dinners such as in November when two members returned
from a trip to India. It was at this meeting in November 2000 that my request to

research the Tuesday Group was discussed and accepted. When I joined the group in



January 0of 2001 and we began our collaborative inquiry, the eight core members had

been with the group for between seven and ten years.

Method

Collaborative inquiry as described in Participation in Human Inguiry (Reason,
1994a) was chosen as a method that miost closely fits the topic of this study. To
understand the experience of this group, it seemed appropriate to investigate it using a
collaborative group process. I, as the initiating researcher, joined the group and we all
participated in this inquiry as co-researchers and co-subjects. As Heron (1996)
suggests, we researched this topic through our own experience of it, using a series of
cycles in which we moved between this experience and reflecting together upon it.

Collaborative inquiry is a form of participatory research (Reason, 1994b;

Reason & Bradbury, 2000) and has a world view that sees human beings as co-
creating their reality through participation. The Center for Popular Education and
Participatory Research (CPEPR) in the Graduate School of Education at the
University of California Berkeley defines participatory research as:

An alternative paradigm of knowledge production, not simply a more

~ participatory research method. Participatory research starts from the

assumption that all people have a special understanding of the problems that

affect their own communities and have the ability to take action to address

them. Participatory research draws upon this expertise by including these

community members in the collective analysis of concrete social realities in an

effort to understand and solve common problems. Participatory research blurs

the traditional distinction between "researcher” and "subjects," as all are

equally engaged in the pursuit of knowledge for a common purpose. It

assumes that the purpose of research is not only to gain knowledge, but also to

use that knowledge to produce changes that are consistent with a vision of a

more equitable society. Participatory research can be seen in its ideal
manifestation as a seamless integration of what is generally thought of
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separately as research, education, and action towards social transformation.
(CPEPR Conference, 2002)

Bray, Lee, Smith, & York (2000) define collaborative inquiry as “a process
consisting of repeated episodes of reflection and action through which a group of peers
strives to answer a question of importance to them” (p.6). Rossenwasser (2000) claims
it enables a small group of people to direct themselves systematically in making
meaning from their own experience.

In keeping with the holistic nature of this research method, I tried to be
creative and inclusive when making decisions on data sources. The Tuesday Group
members and I worked with many kinds of data: personal writing brought to meetings;
freewriting done at meetings; oral stories shared at the meetings; field notes taken
during the meetings; reflections written after the meetings; email conversations
involving a group member who now lives in Ontario; quotes from group members’
theses; and collage artwork.

In Women’s Ways of Knowing (1986) Beleﬁky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and
Tarule talk about returning many times to the work of theorists and researchers. They

state “Our conversation with the theorists is an important part of the story we tell” (p.
19). I find the word “conversation” resonates \for'me. It implies a reciprocal
relationship and is congruent with the method of collaborative inquiry. Belenky et al.
(1986) discuss views and findings from the literature as they intersect with their own
views and findings. In a similar way, I have chosen in this thesis to weave a
conversation with the literature throughout. It is part of the whole story not a separate

chapter.
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Understanding Some Definitions and Conceptual Issues

To conduct this research, it was necessary to sort out a number of definitional
and conceptual issues. The most important concept in this research was the idea of
collaborative learning. For the purpose of this study, collaborative learning was
understood and utilized as a phenomenon that occurs when “learners work together to
construct knowledge rather then to discover objective truths” (Cranton, 1998, p.129).
This social construction of knowledge is jointly produced, “but that knowledge may
then be used by individuals” (Imel, 1996, p. 92).

Collaborative learning is distinct from co-operative learning which is a more
structured approach often involving an assigned task (Cranton, 1998; Saltiel, 1998).
In collaborative learning, the goal is the acquisition or construction of new knowledge.
Saltiel (1998) states that in collaborative learning partnerships “the relationship is as
important as the knowledge being sought. It is the interaction of the collaborators who
work together that becomes valued and potentates the learning” (p.7). I understand
collaborative learning to involve people combining their efforts to help each other to
learn (a process) and this emphasis on learning differentiates it from a task-related
project (a product).

When the Tuesday group discussed collaborative learning as a possible term to
name the form of learning we were studying, one member stated, “I do think we ‘co-
labour' together as a group when we grapple with sorting out meanings while trying to
understand ourselves and each other” (Charlotte, E-mail November 20, 2001). This
member pointed out the link between collaboration as co-labouring, and holding or

carrying on a discussion. “Working together is a way of holding together a topic, or
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carrying the topic along as it is opened up to exploration, inquiry, and understanding”
(Gordon, Sheridan, & Paul, 1998, p. 157).

I understand collaborative inquiry to be an exploration of questions and
multiple perspectives. The resulting construction of knowledge may or may not be
shared. I understand it to be a merging during shared inquiry and an emerging with an
individual construction of knowledge. As a Tuesday Group member wrote,
“Merge/emerge is a wonderful way to describe a coming together, a collaboration
potentially leading to an emergence of new understanding. There is a merging of the
minds, then an enriched departure. Tuesday lunches were often like that for me”
(Claire, writing shared May 31, 2001). Collaborative mergings along the road inform
and enrich our individual journeys.

Education literature includes a number of closely related terms and ideas, often
with multiple meanings. Collaborative learning is sometimes used as an “umbrella
term” to describe many different educational approaches involving joint intellectual
effort (Goodsell et al., 1992, p.9). Saltiel (1998) notes, “There.are a great many
references in the literature to various learning relationships that address aspects of
collaborative learning. However, there is not a consensus regarding definitions of
different concepts or terms. This contributes to a certain measure of confusion in
discussion” (p.5). Smith and MacGregor (1992) attempt to reduce the confusion by
identifying six major approaches and various sub-types that include: cooperative
learning; problem-centered instruction; writing groups; peer teaching, discussion
groups; and learning communities. A further confusion is whether collaborative

learning is used to name a phenomenon or a method. It is often used interchangeably.
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To make the distinction between the two in this research, I use collaborative learning
to indicate the phenomenon of learning we are studying and use collaborative inquiry

to indicate the method.

Chapter Summary
In this Chapter I have introduced the purpose of this research, which was to
investigate and describe a form of collaboration in learning that alleviates isolation and
supports successfiil graduate degree completion. Background information was given
on myself and on the Tuesday Group. I clarified some definitions and conceptual
issues and briefly introduced the research method to be used. In the next Chapter, 1

shall discuss more fully the method as it emerged in this research.
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CHAPTER 2

THE RESEARCH METHOD EMERGES

A framework developed by Rowan (1981, 2000) to describe the standard

research cycle is useful in understanding the collaborative inquiry method as it

emerged in our research. Rowan outlines six phases in the research cycle:

.

Being. This is living our life and working in our field when a disturbance
arises that could be a problem to solve or opportunity to pursue. The
disturbance causes us to take action and move to the next stage.
Thinking. This involves getting more information and clarifying the
research question.

Project planning, This is developing a plan of action to find answers to
our questions.

Encountering. This is opening ourselves to the possibility of learning
through an encounter with reality

Making sense. This is when we stand back and bring all the results
together to make sense of them.

Communicating. This is when we come up with something to
communicate and we share it in some form.

(Rowan, 2000, pp. 117-118)

I found like others have (Bray, 1995; Smith, 1995) that phases often blur into

each other in collaborative inquiry. For example, the present inquiry seemed to move

through four phases. The first grew from questions about our experience that members

of the Tuesday Group and I had. The second phase began when we joined together to

start thinking and planning the project over a period of four monthly meetings. In the

third phase, the focus moved to encountering the topic we wanted to understand and

making sense of it. We did this at four meetings that occurred approximately

biweekly. Finally, in the fourth phase, I worked primarily alone to communicate my

understanding of our research in a thesis document. During this last phase we met six

more times, approximately monthly, as I shared my writing and the group members
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responded. I call these four phases: being; thinking and planning the project;

encountering and making sense of the experience; and communicating.

Being

I began this research with past experiences of collaborative learning and a
current problem of being a graduate student facing the isolation of thesis completion.
Searching for solutions, I heard about the Tuesday Group in one of my first year
classes when three members mentioned the group in a presentation on research
methods (class notes Ed 559,0ctober 1999). In my second year, when the Tuesday
Group was mentioned again in several masters theses I was reading (Miller, 1997,
Faulds, 1997; de Champlain, 1996), my research suddenly fell into place. I realized
that my questions into the two areas of collaborative learning and thesis completion
might converge to become a topic for academic research. I approached Althea, one of
the Tuesday Group members, and asked if she would discuss my interest in
* researching the group with the rest of the members.

The members of the Tuesday Group began with past experiences of graduate
studies that were enriched by the group. The group members had wondered several
years ago if they might communicate their experiences in some form of writing to be
published, but had not done so. In the year before this research project began, the
Tuesday Group meetings had become sporadic and increasingly less frequent.

Serendipitously, the group was meeting for a potluck dinner the same evening
that I first approached Althea. They would be able to discuss my request immediately.

I received an E-mail from Althea the following day stating: “They liked the idea
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[research project] very much. We should meet with you sometime to discuss how to
go about doing this” (Althea, E-mail November 25, 2000). This group did not ask me
to present my plan; instead I understood we would discuss the possibilities. This felt

like a collaborative approach emerging right from the very beginning.

Thinking and Planning the Project

The method used for this research project emerged collaboratively. The
research method of collaborative inquiry usually has an initiator who is the researcher
that extends the invitation to form a group of co-researchers and ofien teaches or
facilitates the method of collaborative inquiry in the beginning stages (Heron, 1996;
Reason, 1994a). I could be called the initiator or as somé group members have called
me a “catalyst” (Dee, E-mail March10, 2001) for this rese?rch project. I brought
“energy” to the group and provided “space and encouragement” to reflect (Fiona,
writing shared February 15, 2001). I suggested the research project and coordinated
the time for our first research meeting. However, after that, my organizational role was
limited to booking the room and reminding members by E-mail what we had agreed to
do for the next meeting.

The Tuesday Group members could also be called the initiators, as they
extended the invitation for me to join them in what emerged as a collaborative inquiry.
I had approached an already functioning group with thoughts of researching their
experience through some kind of interview method. At the first meeting it was clear
the members wanted to do this research as a group and not through individual

conversations. The group took the research project on as their own, and it provided a
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new focus for the group meetings. Accepting the invitation from the group to join
them, I understood my role in this research to be more involved than a participant
observer (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). The members suggested I research the group
through gaining personal experience of it. Many members of the group had used forms
of autobiography in their thesis so this suggestion should not have surprised me.

' The group members offered to do what they had done for each other in the
past, and support me through the process of completing my thesis. As one member
stated in our first meeting “If you want to learn about our group, be a part of it. We
may share some stories but don’t expect any structure” (meeting notes January 16,
2001). After the first meeting I wrote the following poem:

The circle opens

I have heard stories of a group of graduate students

Then I see mention of this group in several completed theses I am reading

I am curious, I want to know more about this group

I arrive with carrot cake hot from the oven

I feel a need to give, to have something in my hands to offer

These are women who have traveled where I hope to go

They have formed and sustained a successful group, how did they do it?

They have each completed graduate studies, what role did the group play in this?
I have so many questions, what can I offer in return?

I thought I would be looking from the outside researching this topic

Instead they invite me to join them, and now my topic also becomes my method
Collaborative learning, a collaborative inquiry

I gingerly take my place on the rim of the circle

Wondering what does it mean fo be the newest member of the group and researcher

(J. Conway, February 2001)
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Finding a Research Method

I began to review the literature I had accumulated on research methodology
looking for a way of working that would be appropriate for the research topic
(collaborative learning), the research questions, and what I had learned already from
the Tuesday Group members, Starting with a question that asks about lived
experience, I knew that a qualitative research approach was definitely called for
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Denzin & Lincon, 1994). Looking through Qualitative
Inquiry and Research Design (Creswell, 1998) I could not see the research fitting
exactly with any of the five traditions discussed: biography; phenomenology;
grounded theory; ethnography; and case study. There seemed to be no place for the
collaborative and participatory aspects of the research topic and its context in these
traditions.

. This research project involved adults and therefore I felt it was important that
the method be grounded in adult learning principles such as: developing a climate of
respect; building on participant experience; and learning for action (Cranton, 1998;
Foley, 2000; Knowles, 1980; Renner, 1993). Paying attention to adult learning
principles led me to “the problem of speaking for others” that has been raised by
feminist researchers such as Alcoff (1991) and Josselson (1996). It also lead me to
consider Lather’s (1986) writing on research as praxis, where she stated that for
feciprocal shaping of theory and practice we must connect the research method and
the topic (p 258). I wondered what method would be congruent with the collaborative

learning process that this group already used in their meetings.



19

Searching the proceedings from recent Adult Education Research
Conferences, I discovered a few papers that described the use of a research method
called collaborative or co-operative inquiry (Lawrenc;a & Mealman, 1999;
Rosenwasser, 2000; Sparks, 2000) and was instantly intrigued. Using the references
listed in these papers I began reading the work done by Reason (1988,1994a, 1994b)
and Heron (1996) on these research methods and learned that they were a form of
participatory inquiry. They used the label “new paradigm research™ and when I read
research “with people not on people” I knew I was in the right place. Bray et al.
(2000) defines collaborative inquiry as “a process consisting of repeated episodes of
reflection and action through which a group of peers strives to answer a question of
importance to them” (p 6).

At the next meeting with the Tuesday Group I talked about my discovery of
the literature on participatory research and collaborative inquiry, and how these
sounded similar to the process the group used. Hall (2000) suggests that participatory
research processes can be the natural way of working in given community or social
movements. Maguire (1987) and Treleaven (1994) point out that it is.a process
commonly used by groups of women. I understood that collaborative inquiry unfolds
in ways specific to its context (Reason, 1994a). It was appropriate to let our methods
for doing the research evolve, making decisions as a group along the way. I didn’t see
my role as initiator linked to the role of teacher of this research method as suggested
by Bray et al. (2000). In this research project, I had joined an already functioning

group. By paying attention to the processes that the group already used, the research
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method evolved. We worked together as co-researchers and co-subjects. Informed by
participatory, feminist, and adultf learning theory, we made this research journey.

Over several meetings WL discussed research questions that each member had.
By the end of the planning phase we had agreed on the question: What is the
experience of learning in this group? This would give everyone enough space to
move in the directions that interested her. Later, during the communication phase of
the research project, I suggested we revise this question to name the form of learning
on which we had focused. Together, we worked to clarify a definition of collaborative
learning that made clear “the emergence of individual knowledge construction that is
informed by the collaborative process of conversation” (meeting notes November 19,
2001). We discussed an emphasis on “co” as a prefix that means along side. Charlotte
stated later that “the group does ‘co-labour’ as we work to understand our inquiries”
(E-mail November 20, 2001). The group agreed that the research question would be
revised: What is the experience of collaborative learning? I discovered that changes in
the research question do occur in collaborative inquiry (Bray, 1995) and that it is part

of the evolving process.

A Need to be.Inclusive

The Tuesday Group wanted to inciude a member (Dee) who had moved to
Ontario. By the second meeting, one member had contacted her and extended the
invitation to participate in the research project. A rich E-mail conversation occurred
between the two members that they later agreed to share with the group. At the third
meeting, Dee joined the collaborative inquiry by E-mail, and her voice was heard in

the discussion when one member read some comments sent before the meeting (E-
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mail March 7, 2001). Stretching the research method to include this member by E-
mail extended and deepened our understanding in many ways. First, the E-mail
conversations proved to be a rich source of written reflection. They opened a space for
informal writing and a transition from the oral tradition of the group. Second, we
experienced the power and potential of collaborative learning in this group when it
effectively reached all the way across the country to move this member forward in her
current inquiry. Finally, making the effort to include this member was inclusive and
demonstrated that every member’s voice was valued.

Including alt voices also involved paying attention to how the research
methods chosen might silence any person’s voice. A éafe place to speak might be an
important aspect of the process we were evolving. We discussed at several meetings
the possibility of making audio tape recordings of the meeting conversations to be
used as data for the research. Multiple perspectives on this issue were listened to
respectfully and a past taping incident in the group was discussed {meeting notes
February 15, 2001). We decided that the potential insights gained would not
compensate for any voice that might be silenced and the loss of a safe place to speak.
Group discussions on ethical considerations for this research also focused on creating

a safe place for all voices to be included.

Space for Diversity

The importance of leaving space for diversity emerged early in our discussions
when I asked the group what name they would like to be called for this research
project. The members used a different name for the group when they mentioned it in

their thesis, and the acknowledgment sections outlined several ways the group had met
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different needs for each member. Some went only as far as to name the weekly
meeting day or time (Tuesday noon), others included who they were (graduate
students or colleagues), and only two added a purpose (support or study). When I
asked the group members again what name I should use for this research, they resisted
even discussing a possible shared name. Consensus was not wanted here. They did not
want the group boxed and labeled into one name or one perspective. They informed
me that as a group member, whatever name I chose would be fine as it would
represent my perspective only (meeting notes, March 8, 2001). I chose to call the

group the Tuesday Group.

Encountering and Making Sense of the Experience

Having identified the focus, we moved to encountering the experience and to
making sense of it. The two blurred together into the many cycles of action and
reflection, _]].lSt as was described by Smith (1995). I found an overall theme for me
during this phase of the research involved working with the tension of respecting the
collaborative inquiry process and thinking about the academic requirements of the
university. Several researchers have commented on this tension (Hall, 1993 ,2000;
Maguire, 1987; Treleaven, 1994). During the earlier phases of the research, I did not
feel this tension as I enjoyed plunging into the process. As the journey progressed, I
found myself thinking more about how this research might fit into the structure of

academic requirements for my graduate degree.
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An Unstructured Process

I showed up at the first-meeting, after we had settled on a focus, with a
planned agenda that I had put together based on our previous discussions. Later 1
realized that this unconscious slip into a facilitator role, after sharing leadership so
easily in the planning phase, was something I needed to pay attention to. The first
meeting did not follow my planned agenda. The group naturally followed the flow of
the conversation in spite of my tentative attempts at structure. For the following
meetings, I made myself a list of hoped-for outcomes instead of an agenda. We agreed
to structure very loosely some parts of the meetings: reflecting on collage artwork;
brainstorming a timeline; and creating a group poem. We left lots of open space. This
group had traditionally used an informal format for their meetings. In the past they had
tried various structures such as rotating leadership or the use of a talking stick to
designate whose turn it was to speak. But none seemed appropriate. One member
commented, “We resisted organization” and another said “We found our own way,
but we are not sure what it is” (meeting notes June 13, 2001).

This research project had changed some of their processes. I heard several
members mention that although their ¢onversations seem to fly from one topic to
another, they had been much more focused during our research than they usually had
been (meeting notes October 22, 2001). I began to get a sense of the freeflowing
nature of the conversations when one member warned me not to expect their stories
“served on a plate”, in a linear progression (meeting notes, February 15, 2001).

Moving through cycles of action and reflection we circled down to the deeper

Iayers-of the experience. By the fourth meeting of this phase, I felt that I was moving
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in the murky and molten core. The depth.and chaos of the last meeting as we explored
challenges was a rich learning experience (meeting notes June 19, 2001). Heron
(1996) suggests that for collaborative inquiry to be valid, it is important to allow for
the interdependence of chaos and order (p.62). I felt that the sudden surfacing for a
light-hearted solstice celebration at the end of this phase brought both a relief from the

intense work and a concern that we had not stayed down there long enough.

A Holistic Approach

During the planning phase of the research, we discussed the different ways we
might collect data. When we began encountering and trying to make sense of our
experience of co]léborative learning, it was clear that a holistic approach using several
kinds of data would be the most effective. This facilitated access to different ways of
knowing or what Heron and Reason (2000) call an extended epistemology that
includes experiential, presentational, propositional, and practical knowing. Heron and
Reason suggest that validity is increased when these four ways of knowing are
congruent, “Our knowing is grounded in our experience, expressed through our stories
and images, understood through theories that make sense to us, and expressed in
worthwhile action in our lives” (2000, pp. 183-184). A holistic approach using several
forms of data also gave space for members to work in ways that were most effective
for each individual. We were also able to use these multiple sources of data to
crosscheck our understanding. Triangulation is a common research process for
corroborating evidence and increasing validity (Creswell, 1998, p.202).

A Tuesday Group member raised another validity issue, “I think there’s a

danger of glazing the surface if we navel gaze and just try to remember. We might not
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look at how the group challenged us as well as supported us. We might gloss over the
parts that are uncomfortable” (Fiona, writing shared, February 15, 2001). To address
this the group agreed that reading our writing to each other and collectively reflecting
on it might give us a deeper understanding of the experience. Heron (1996) wrote that
cycles of action and reflection are important for research validity.

There was not as much writing shared from the group members as I had hoped
for. The inclusion of other forms of data such as collage artwork, poems, freewriting,
meeting notes, and E-mails proved to be an important aspect for ensuring all the group
members’ voices were heard in some way. This generated more then enough data
when it came time to sort mechanically through it all, clarifying themes that had
emerged. My assumption that members would be comfortable expressing their
thoughts in writing due to their demonstrated experience writing a thesis was
incorrect. Near the end of the project, Althea commented on this difficulty. “The
~ struggle is about not having enough time but it’s also about a few other more personal
things, such as not feeling like writmg, or feeling that the writing is not good enough;
or that I don’t have anything that is not box’fng to contribute”(E-mail December 2,
2001). All members participated in the oral conversations at the meetings; none of the
doubts that seem to arise in writing silenced them in the group conversations. Oral
conversation was the preferred method of communication and expression for many
group members. In hindsight, I realized that this should not have been a surprise, as
maybe they chose to be in the group for just this reason.

A few members consistently wrote thoughtfil reflections to read and share

with the group. Other members shared their freewriting done at the meetings or shared
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their thoughts in written E-mails to the group member in Ontario. These turned out to
be a rich source of written reflection. Dee comments, “I conversed more deeply
through the E-mail writing than I ever felt I did in person. Through the writing I had
more room and time to converse” (E-mail December 18, 2001). I b_elieve the E-mail
conversations were a form of writing that came closest to the oral tradition used by this
group. All members contributed to the conversations at the meetings with thoughtful
reflections and insightfil questioning. They also told stories about their experiences.
The oral stories shared at the meetings were woven into my own and each group
member’s emerging understanding of the experience of collaborative learning. Quotes
from the meeting notes were used to include the oral voices in this thesis. My
intention was not to speak for others. On the contrary, it was to include the voices of
the group members to show how their ideas informed my understanding of this
experience.

In summary, the forms of data that we collected and found to be a rich source
of information for this research included:

1. Writing shared. This was the personal writing (reflections, stories, and
poems) that members brought to the group meetings to read.

2. E-mails. This was the written conversation that occurred between
meetings in order to include the group member who had moved to
Ontario.

3. Freewriting. This was a timed 10 minute writing practice that involved
keeping our pens moving and letting the thoughts and words flow freely
onto the page. We did this at the end of meetings during the ‘encountering
and making sense’ phase of the research.

4, Meeting notes. Group members took occasional notes during meetings.
My notes were more extensive and were most likely motivated by the
academic requirements of the thesis. At times I felt distanced from
participating in the conversation as I concentrated on writing notes.
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5. Oral stories. This was the most common way of sharing experiences
during the group meetings.

6. Collage artwork. Each member made a collage in January 2000 and
reflected on it during this research.

7. Timeline. A large piece of flipchart paper was used to record a history of
the group as members brainstormed a list of past events. The visual image
of the time line was a useful way for all to see and check if we had got it
right. This process sparked many stories as members worked together to
remember the sequence of events,

8. Group poem. Each member contributed a line and a word randomly to
create a shared poem about the space created by this group.

Shared Teadership and Responsibility

When we began planning this research, I made a conscious effort to share the
leadership role. I felt that the group members sat back the first couple of meetings
waiting to see what I might do before the group’s natural process of sharing leadership
began re-emerging. 1 felt we were truly working as co-researchers when, after the
second meeting, one member E-mailed a summary to everyone outlining what the
group had planned to think about for the next meeting. Three other members set up
group E-mail lists to share copies of the personal writing that they also brought to the
meeting to read.

In the next phase of our research, I noticed that I moved away in several
small ways from the shared leadership I was committed to. These included: making a
meeting agenda (it was not followed); suggesting freewriting stems and writing topics
(they were not used by a few members); and accepting the role of organizer which
allowed me to influence our focus when I E-mailed the group re;minders of meeting

time and what we had planned to do. I was aware of constantly working with the
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tension of respecting the process of this research method and thinking about the thesis
I would be required to produce to meet the university academic requirements. Reason
(1994a) comments that in collaborative inquiry the initiating researcher often takes a

leadership role in the beginning phases and then gradually withdraws to equal sharing

as co-researchers have learned the process. My experience was different.

Communicating

The Tuesday Group gathered monthly through the fall as I worked on
communicating in writing my understanding of our collaborative inquiry and the
experience of collaborative learning, I reviewed all the data we had gathered and
continued to make sense of it as themes emerged. I read and re-read the data,
interpreting then reflecting on my thoughts. I also began to review the wide range of
relevant literature I had read over the last two years searching for connections to
deepen my understanding. The writing of a document to meet the academic
requirements for a graduate degree is a problematic step in collaborative inquiry
(Bray, 1995; Heron, 1996; Maguire, 1986). A more congruent method would be a
shared document written by all the members of the group. The Tuesday Group
members had expressed an interest in publishing a shared document in the future, but
currently no movement is taking place. The communication phase is often not
emphasized in collaborative inquiries (Heron, 1996).

During this phase, my thesis was the only written communication being
produced. The monthly meetings became a place to share my writing with the group, '

checking descriptions and interpretations with themn, and revising as needed. This was
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a movement away from the collaborative inquiry method. I became the only
researcher writing the thesis and the Tuesday Group members participated as what
more traditional qualitative research calls key informants (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).
The partial collaborative inquiry that continued.was similar to member checking, a
verification method used in more traditional qualitative research (Creswell, 1998). As
a result of this movement away from the collaborative inquiry method during the last
phase of the research, the group members decided that a better name for their role in
the entire research project would be “co-searchers” as we had fully shared the search
and not the re-search (meeting notes, October 29, 2001). Although still fully -
committed to the completion of the research project and participating in meetings, the
group began to shift its focus. The invitation for a new member to join the group in
October marked this new phase of the research. The group continued its collaborative
learning, even as I worked to meet the academic requirements of individual |

scholarship.

Key Informants

Bogdan and Biklen (1998) suggest that in qualitative research, key informants
are a good resource for trying out ideas during preliminary analysis. They define a key
informant as a participant who is “unusually perceptive and articulate” (p.163). All
members of the Tuesday Group fitted this definition. They all participated as key
informants during the data analysis that occurred in the communication phase. I re-
read all the data that we had collected and began to develop a coding system by
making a hst of themes that emerged in the data. Using the mechanical sorting method

described by Bogdan and Biklen (1998), I went through all the data a third time using
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a variation of a cut-up-and-put-in-folders approach (p.186). This involved coding
pieces of data and copying them into labeled computer folders as a way to begin
organizing and searching for patterns. This systematic analysis of the data helped to
clarify and deepen the understandings that I had been forming in the group
discussions. I then shared this list of themes and my preliminary interpretations with
the group members by E-mail and at a group meeting. The group members, as key
informants, offered perceptive insights. Ithen continued analysis and found the
themes were clustering into three categories. This further interpretation of data was

also E-mailed to the group members, and then discussed at a group meeting.

Member Checking

Creswell (1998) suggests that member checking is a verification method used
in most qualitative studies. It involves taking rough drafts back to the participants so
that they can judge the “accuracy and credibility” of the account (p.203). The process
of member checking that evolved in our research began with my reading writing to the
group and then including any revisions needed before E-mailing a copy out to all for
further thoughts and reflections. As whole chapters of the thesis started to emerge in
rough draft form, it became too time consuming to read it in the meetings. I then
began to E-mail the rough draft to ali group members before our meetings so that they
would have a chance to read it, and our meetings could then focus on discussion.
Group members brought copies of the draft to the meeting and had marked sections to
discuss (meeting notes, October 29, 2001). This process worked well. The discussion
flowed freely as members brought their thoughts and responded with further

reflections. After the meeting I again E-mailed out any revisions.
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An Open Boundary

This research used an open boundary method as described by Heron and
Reason (2000) that included “interaction between the researchers and others in the
wider world” during reflection (p.182). In the last phase of the research the boundary
opened further to include a new member that joined the group in October 2001 and
attended two of the meetings. This member offered new perspectives. Sharing drafts
of the thesis with my graduate supervisor and committee members further opened the
boundary of this research and their comments and reflections also deepened my

understanding.

Location

All meetings during the research were held evenings in the conference room of
the University Graduate Student Centre. Meetings usually included the sharing of food
and had an average length of 2 Y2 hours, This physical coﬁtext was close to the
group’s past meetings that included the same location and shared food. The evening
time and a longer duration were changes from the lunch hour meetings the group had
in the past. A focus on the collaiaorative inquiry project changed some of the
t{raditional process used by this group, but we tried to minimize this by allowing the
research method to emerge in ways that were congruent with the process used in the
past.

Group members had read their writing occasionally to each other in the past.
This writing now had a shared focus rather then their individual research inquiries and

occurred more frequently. Extending the oral conversation into written E-mails to
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include the member who had moved to Ontario was also new for the group. The
addition of this writing was agreed upon, in the hope that it would take us to a deeper
understanding in a way that was still congruent with past group process. A suggestion
to audiot;ape record meeting conversations was rejected. It was felt the potential
“silencing” effect of this device would alter the context of the phenomenon too
drastically.

Attendance at the meetings was high throughout the research project. On the
rare occasion when a member could not come to a meeting, apologies were usually
sent by E-mail to the whole group in advance of the missed meeting. The Ontario
member made rich contributions to the conversation through E-mail, often writing a
note a few days before the meeting and responding with reflections and thoughts

between meetings.

Chapter Summary
In this chapter I have discussed the methodology of collaborative inquiry and
how it was used in this research. I have shared something of the richness and
complexity of the process that was used in the interactions with the Tuesday Group
members. I have outlined the various sources of data and evidence that was used to

prepare the themes described in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

THE EXPERIENCE OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

We are Writers in the Raw

How many places can you speak from deep inside yourself?
How many places can you be vulnerable — expose your not knowing?

Come into our circle
where we spin the yarns
of our lives, of women’s lives.

Weaving our day to day life
into our talk about research.
Re-searching our lives
Pulling threads of connection
between one another’s tales.
Patterns emerge
A tapestry
of vulnerability
A struggle to be free

Melodic creative voices
singing words
A deep harmonious sound echoes
as we weave our words, weave our worlds
We sing the same song each in her own voice

de Champlain, 1998
(from unpublished Tuesday Group presentation handout)

My research journey was guided by the question: What is the experience of
coﬂai)orative learning? The following three major themes emerged from the data and
our reflections: Connection; Support; and Challenge. Threads from each theme spin
out and interconnect with threads from the other two to form a complex evolving

whole that is like a web. My understanding is grounded in the shared searching, shared



wisdom, and shared weaving of words by the group members as we made this
research journey together.

As the co-searchers in the inquiry shared their experiences, many threads and
patterns emerged and we worked to deepen and extend our understanding. In the
group meetings, a member would read her writing or share a story and another
member might pick up on a theme that was embedded in the writing or story. That
member would follow the theme, often making connections with a story of how they
had experienced it in a different way. Sometimes themes emerged in the conversation
that linked in unexpected ways. An example of this occurred when Claire read a story
about the lunch meetings. She mentioned the rare occasion when a professor would
join them and she would scribble notes “to capture the words of wisdom tossed like
birdseed to the patio sparrows” (writing shared June 13, 2001). The meeting
conversation picked up on the theme of the university professor holding the
knowledge and explored an opposite theme of how there was equal valuing of all
knowledge in the group when outside authority was not there (meeting notes June 13,
2001).

The organization and articulation of three major themes in this thesis is my
personal understanding of our research and is not intended to represent a group
consensus. Each group member weaves her own web of understanding incorporating
the many threads shared in the collaborative inquiry in her own unique way. This is a
shared journey that continued to be enriched by individual perspectives. As one
member stated, “We have never collaborated as a group on a single project. Our

collaborative merging along the road has informed and enriched our individual
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journeys” (Claire, writing shared May 31, 2001). The journey continued as I shared
first and second drafts of my writing with the group and was informed and carefully
considered their suggesfions. This written document is my emerging understanding
after the merging of our collaborative inquiry.

Talking about an article “Merge/Emerge” (Russell, Plotkin & Bell, 1998)
Claire stated, “Merge/emerge is a wonderful way to describe a coming together, a
collaboration potentially leading to an emergence of new understanding. There is a
merging of minds, then an enriched departure. Tuesday lunches were often like that
for me” (writing shared May31, 2001), This resonates with my own feeling of an

enriched departure after inquiring collaboratively with the group members.

Connection

To connect in an unfamiliar way. Not a bunch of women simply socializing,
although we do that; not a group of academics working out intellectual
problems, although we do that; not coming together on the basis of friendship
although those have developed; not students or teachers to each other by
designated role although we expected teaching and learning to happen; not
having leaders or followers although we are these; not having a common area
of interest although there is an amazing underlying similarity in all our works.
(Althea, personal communication June 17, 1997)

The theme of connection has two strands. First, connection is experienced in
conversation that is freeflowing and involves what Belenky et al. (1986) called “real

talk.” Second, connection is experienced within and with others.

Connection in Conversation

Freeflowing, Collaborative learning is experienced as a conversation that is

freeflowing, It flies from one topic to the next, following a thread, connecting to what
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was mentioned before and often going off in unexpected directions. Ideas are strung
together as different perspectives and experiences are offered. In an E-mail to the
group after one meeting, I commented on our discussion, “Tt was an amazing example
of how thoughts and ideas come flying out. All linked together in some way, often
going off in wild directions and then spiraling back to give new insight” (E-mail June
1, 2001). Dee commented on the freeflowing nature of the conversation in a series of
email exchanges, “It was such a wonderful roll of ideas, flowing from one to the other
and falling into places that launched yet more thoughts shared, exploring and further
writing, further delving and bringing forth.... on a personal and personalty meaningful
level.... maybe this is a part of what is importarit about our connections in the group”
(E-mail March 7, 2001). Even seemingly random topics would connect and flow into
exciting new territory. Althea stated, “T experience how random ideas spark creativity
and understanding as suggested by Bateson and Whitehead. The talk in our group
rarely stays on one topic for long. It was not the depth that taught me here, it was the
putting together of ideas in random ways” (personal communication June 17, 1997).

In Writing Down the Bones, Natalie Goldberg (1986) advocates a form of
writing practice that occurs in a set unit of time. In this writing practice, sometimes
called freewriting, I find many similarities to the process that occurred collectively in
the freeflowing conversations of the group. Goldberg gives guidelines for the writing
practice summarized as: (a) keep your hand moving; (b) don’t cross out; (c) don’t
worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar; {d) lose controk () stay present with
whatever comes up; (f) go for the jugular (p. 8). In the Tuesday Group the

conversation also kept moving, flowing naturally from one topic to another. Half-
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formed thoughts were shared and received without judgment. There was no structured
agenda controlling the direction of the conversational flow. The conversation was
often outside the margins and all over the page. Like freewriting, the conversation
resisted becoming obsessed with finding the answer, or pinning things down to
consensus. The conversation moved beneath the surface and often explored deeper
layers of meaning. I found this kind of conversation vitalizing. Goldberg’s metaphor
of a wild forest fits, “Its our wild forest where we gather energy before going to prune
our garden, write our fine books or novels” (1986, p. 13). Freeflowing conversations
are a way of going to unexpected places. Goldberg suggests freewriting is a way to
help you “penetrate your life and become sane” (p.3).

The Tuesday Group worked with the tension of “wanting no rules and
wanting focus to go deeper” (meeting notes June 13,2001). A few members liked
some structure, as expressed to me in an E-mail after I had outlined what the group
members had agreed to do for the next meeting; “T do like having a plan” (Claire, E-
mail June 18, 2001). A few members liked little structure at all, as stated by this
member when I suggested an opening stem for our freewriting, “I don’t want a
stem...my rebellious nature. I’'m more interested in the bloom” (Helen, Freewriting
May 31, 2001).

Open to new ideas, the group had occasionally tried more structured processes
such as a talking circle or discussion of an assigned article. The need for a less
structured space prevailed and the group remained freeflowing most of the time
(meeting notes June 13, 2001). “No predictability. ..you never know what the

conversation will unearth and this is what I love” (Fiona, Freewriting June 13, 2001).
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Brookfield and Preskill conclude in their book titled Discussion as a Way of
Teaching (1999) that discussion involves “sheer unpredictability” and “open-
endedness”. They belicve that “The sense of multiple and infinite possibilities waiting
in the future is the joyful essence of teaching and learning through discussion” (p.228).

_Even a member who is more comfortable with some structure acknowledges and
values the creative potential of a less structured space. One member commented, “This

space is bursting with possibilities” (Claire, Freewriting May 31, 2001).

Really talking. In Women'’s Ways of Knowing Belenky et al. (1986) found
connected knowers valued a conversation they called “really talking”, rather than
didactic talk in which the speaker’s intention is to hold forth rather than to share ideas.
Really talking requires careful listening; “It implies a mutually shared agreement that
together you are creating the optimum setting so that half-baked or emergent ideas can
grow” (p. 144).

Real talk is what I experienced in the Tuesday Group meetings. One member
talked about how being assessed for marks in the classroom silenced her unformed
thoughts on academic theories (Fiona, writing shared June 19, 2001). In the group,
Charlotte found “absolutions from self blaming and sins of not knowing” (writing
shared May 31, 2001). In real talk, understanding occurs by trying to embrace new
ideas, looking for what is right, working to believe, and building rapport. It is different
from a conversation where understanding is gained by taking an adversarial stance to
new ideas, looking for what is wrong, doubting and testing for weakness (Clinchy,

1996, p. 206). One Tuesday Group member reflected in her thesis:
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In argument there is a resistance to listening; there is confrontation, no
openness. With my women friends there is a gentle listening and discussion. It
is a giving, a taking; we confront ideas, but never in an attack of the person.
Our conversations are rich and deep and exploratory. We are always tentative
and open and wondering and testing ideas rather than advocating a final edict.
Argument is more a patriarchal method. It is a holding of power and
maintaining that position. I am not so much interested in the answer, as I am in
answers, in possibilities. I want to unearth multiple truths rather than THE
truth, (de Champlain, 1996, p. 49)

Tarule (1996) describes this form of conversation as “one that relies on
relationships as one enters meaningful conversations that connect one’s ideas with
other’s and establishes rapport” (p.277). At a conference on transformational learning,
ideal conditions for conversation were discussed (Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow
emphasized the importance of empathic listening and Belenky contributed that a skill
of connected knowing is “deep listening”, Both agreed that by receiving the other
through this listening, we give them space to find their voice and understand through
connection to their experience (p. 336). A Tuesday Group member commented in her
thesis, “I'm thinking about how comfortable I am with the women in my group, how
willing they are to go backwards and forward, how their faces invite me to be involved
with them.” (Faulds, 1997, p. 16). )

Brookfield (1999) and Bruffee (1993) both talk about conversation as a
collaborative effort to find meaning in and make sense of, our experience. Charlotte
discusses some of the many different experiences the Tuesday Group members
explored in their conversations:

We talked about things that happened in and out of classes and how we were

coping with them. We talked about professors, supervisors, committee

members and family members and how we were doing in relating to each of

them. We talked about assignments and workloads, conferences and cooking.
(Writing shared February 15, 2001)
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Connection with Oneself and With Others

Collaborative learning is grounded in personal experience (Bruffee, 1993). At
a Tuesday Group meeting Helen stated “Daily experiences are the source of my
knowledge” (meeting notes March 8, 2001). The Tuesday Group included a place for
the personal as Fiona suggested. “In university the personal is devalued. Here, the
personal is political.” She goes on to write about how the university classes silenced
these stories as too personal, and how the personal stories shared in this group
connected strongly with the work they were doing professionally and in their research
(writing shared June 19, 2001). Belenky et al. (1986) found that women identified as
using constructed knowing were able to connect to themselves and hear the inner

voice, as well as connect with others, as a result integrating all the voices.

Hearing the inner voice. Sometimes the collaborative process encouraged a
connection within, as the members learned to give voice to their personal experience
or intuition. Belenky et al. (1986} used the term subjective knowing to describe a kind
of knowing that is connected to the self. Dee described the Tuesday Group as “A safe
harbor in which to explore, discover, and draw upon my inner wisdom, exercise
different ways of thinking and acting that arise from within” (E-mail February 25,
2001). Flannery (2000) expands on this connection with oneself to include one’s body,
one’s experiences, and ones feelings. Another Tuesday Group member writes about
roadblocks and feeling “stuck™ in her research. “All of a sudden I begin to recognize
the knot, the pain within my body. How I wish to untie this knot which at times seems

very large. In talking with one member of our graduate study group, the light slowly
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begins to dawn” (Hermanson, 1996, p. 35). She realizes she has been searching for
answers outside herself at a time when she truly believes this particular answer is
hidden within her.

Doll (2002) draws on Gadamer’s thoughts on “true conversation” to include
listening to ourselves as well as others. He states “our task is not only to speak well but
also to listen well. We need to hear back, recursively, both our own words and those of
others” (p. 51). “What I am learning through this is that I really need to hear what I am
saying cause [ am speaking from a place of knowing, but that knowing hasn't quite got
through to my deeper realization and maybe even acceptance” (Dee, E-mail May 22,

2001).

Composing a life. The collage artwork the group members each created and

later reflected on, proved to be an excellent visual metaphor for this strand of
connection. The many diverse images were pieced together and connected to compose
a meaningful whole. Bateson in a book called Composing a Life (1990) suggests that
in our current rapidly changing society, many are engaged in an improvisational art
form as we “discover the shape of our creation along the way”(p. 1). Using the
metaphor of a crazy quilt, which I find similar to the collage one we explored, she
talks about trimming, shaping, and arranging the various pieces so they fit together.
Bateson states, “Composing a life involves an openness to possibilities and the
capacity to put them together in a way that is structurally sound” (p.63).

In the Tuesday Group, the collaborative process generated possibilities and a
place to explore the structures. Members contributed to and learned from each other’s

evolving life compositions, often noticing and suggesting connections within another
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member’s inquiry (meeting notes June 19, 2001). In this process, every picture in each
person’s complex collage is honored and valued, as Charlotte notes, “bringing our
whole selves into the group that has been one of the key factors, I think. We don't have
to leave a large chunk of self at home! This group handles most all chunks - including
differences” (E-mail June 5, 2001). When talking about fitting into their own lives the
new identity of graduate student, she suggests that change requires new meaning and
new selves, “This group was accepting my new selves and that allowed me to accept

my new selves a little more too” (Charlotte, writing shared February 15, 2001).

Connecting with others. There isa growmg body of literature that emphasizes

how women learn through interactions and relationships (Flannery, 2000). The best
known is the procedure of connected knowing as developed by Belenky et al. (1986)
and further explored by Clinchy (1996). They suggest that connected knowing
assumes that knowledge comes from personal experience and therefore the only way
to understand another person’s ideas is to try to share her experience through empathy.
Connected knowers are interested in the meaning of experience. In contrast, separate
knowing assumes that knowledge comes from critical reasoning and therefore feelings
and personal beliefs are rigorously excluded. Separate knowers are interested in
questions concerning the validity of knowledge. Although women more often than
men practice connected knowing, Clinchy (1996, p.226) states clearly that “the
difference is not rooted in gender but in epistemology [which although related to
gender is not synonymous with it]”*, She goes on to add that although these two ways

of knowing are discussed in dualistic terms, it is not her intention to suggest that they
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are mutually exclusive and in reality they can and do co-exist within the same
individual.

The connection to others in the Tuesday Group was experienced as a process
to deepen understanding of themselves as well as others. Dee described it as a
collective process, “We would practice being with our subjective experience and
understandings, giving voice to that, expanding our perspectives and gaining new
insights” (E-mail May 14, 2001). She goes on to highlight a sense of connection, “I
feel that I can risk just putting this writing out to you - just simply letting it be I
already feel a tingle of energy from doing so - maybe the excitement of a little risk -
but also a sense of re-connection, with you and even with my self - with myself
because I am doing something that was [and evidently still is] very important to me”
(Dee, E-mail May 14, 2001).

Connecting with others who could share their academic experiences was also
important for the group members as stated by Claire, “Nowhere else in my web of
friends, family and colleagues could I safely express the ideas/struggles/new concepts
I was learning. The Tuesday Group provided an understanding, receptive learning
space to share and question academic experiences”(writing shared May 31, 2001). “T
was never able to share the ‘earth-shaking’ experiences I had as a grad student in the
same way with friends and family as I could with our group. I suppose that is a central
bond among us - we all went through so much which is likely only understood and
valued by those experiencing similar transitions” (Claire, E-mail March 4, 2001).
Connecting with academic theories also occurred as members tried to fit intellectual

concepts into their real Lives and “worked to find their voice within the academy™
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(Althea, E-mail December 2, 2001). I noticed the weaving of academic theory with
different experiences shared by group members often during meetings (meeting notes,
May 31, 2001). Dee stated, “I do believe that amongst all of you there will be much
understanding - an appreciation of my dilemma from a personal and theoretical
perspective. The personal is political' - yes, I'd sure say that again™ (E-mail May 14,
2001).

~ They connected and learned from the other members’ experiences as voiced in
this comment, “thank you for being so open about your journey...you have made me
reflect on some aspects of mine that could use a little attention” (Gieslaine, E-mail
May 14, 2001). Sometimes the Tuesday Group members found connections that
resonated with each others inquiry, as Gieslaine mentioned a phrase that articulated
her own experience, “This phrase remains with me because it was exactly the way I

had put similar thoughts together in my mind” (E-mail June 19, 2001).

Support

Before long she unexpectedly met some others ~ on their own journeys along
connecting paths. They agreed to travel together — at least for awhile. She felt
strengthened by the group, and she knew that their companionship would
make the adventure more meaningful. (Excerpt from a story titled “An
Uncertain Women” in Donaldson, 1998, p. 50)

I find that our study group is a very important support and resource. Within
this group there is listening, caring, and respect. Each member always has the
time to lister, to share, to clarify and to encourage through hearing or asking
just the right questions. (Hermanson, 1996, p. 35)

I found three strands in the theme of Support: caring, equality, and community.
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Caring

Gilligan (1977) in her research on moral development in women identified an
ethic of care that I found very present in the Tuesday Group. Support experienced is
firmly grounded in caring or as one member stated, “it all cooks down to caring”
(Charlotte, writing shared February15, 2001). In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire
(1970) suggested that dialogue couldn’t exist without a caring that he described as
humility and profound love for the world and men. He also states that “self-sufficiency
is incompatible with dialogue” (p.151). During our research the group member who
had moved to Ontario was involved in a professional challenge that she brought to the
group and allowed herself to be vulnerable instead of struggling on alone. The
resulting surge of caring that managed to reach all the way across the country by E-
mail was a demonstration of the strength of this support (Dee, E-mail May 22, 2001).
Other members commented on the caring present in the groui): “my panic subsided
each time we gathered” (Charlotte, writing shared February 15, 2001) and “they
always seemed calm and I felt like I'd blown in from the trailing edge of a windstorm”
(Claire, writing shared June 13, 2001).

I experienced the caring of group members surrounding me even at the very
first meeting I attended when our relationships were just forming. I found a circle of
unfamiliar faces that welcomed me with eyes sparkiing with interest and expressions
that reflected empathy for the ups and downs of the story I shared (meeting notes
January 16, 2001). “Being received” (Noddings, 1981) in this way I felt myself

opening like a flower in the sun. Later on when the wild wind of the group stirred
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things up and challenged me I still felt the strong foundation of their caring supporting
me at the same time.

Noddings (1981) talks about caring as “feeling with” the other. She makes it
clear that this is not a projection into the other but instead a receiving of the other. This
receiving was not a melting in. A Tuesday Group member talked about an empathy
that includes difference and described it as “Finding the point of connection that can
be understood without denying the difference” (Althea, E-mail December 2, 2001).
Clinchy (1996) reminds us that this empathy includes a cognitive and emotional
aspect, to understand “one must ‘imagine other’, put one’s self into the head and
heart, as well as the shoes of the other” (p.225). Belenkey et al. (1986) states that
individuals must stretch their own vision in order to share the vision of another.
“Through mutual stretching and sharing, the group achieves a vision far richer then
any individual could achieve alone™ {p.119). This Tuesday Group member talked
about a willingness to stretch out, “There is creativity, awareness, an understanding
and a willingness to share and stretch out to the other, to sense and understand from
the other person’s perspective. These are the qualities which I believe are also
necessary for reflection” (Hermanson, 1996, p. 36).

'The caring experienced in this group gave members support for times of
change, transformation, and being on the margins of traditional research (meeting
notes June 19, 2001). Claire stated, “T think it is fair to say that I wouldn't have had the
confidence to write an autobiographical narrative thesis or the courage to engage in

critical self-reflection without our learning community. My graduate school
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experience was far richer, far deeper, because of my involvement with the Tuesday

Group” (writing shared May 31, 2001).

Equality

Forming a circle, all members of the Tuesday Group sat facing each other as
equals. They shared leadership and responsibility; giving and receiving; as well.as
teaching and learning in a careful balance. Members supported each other through a
“power- with instead of power-over”, and this created the context for “power-from-
within” (Fiona, writing shared June 19, 2001; Starhawk, 1982). Gieslaine suggested a
great strength of the group was that “Needs we;'e never dependent on the response,
insights, support, incentives of only one person. The support team was eclectic and
diversified. Sometimes one of us would be really bubbling and someone else would be
barely holding on. But with such a diversified mix, we would seldom come away from
a contact bereft of any stimulus, insight, or query” (E-mail May 15, 2001).

A balance occurred between giving and receiving in many ways that was a
vital part of equality in the group (meeting notes, April 3, 2001). Giving and receiving
also included sharing of resources. At the meetings, academic articles and books were
constantly being exchanged and recommended. Members shared their unique gifts
(Dee, E-mail March 10, 2001). Gieslaine commented on the variety of knowledge
shared, which included plant lore, artistic creativity, feminist issues, and the protection
of the earth’s natural resources (E-mail May 31, 2001).

Learning together as equals involved all teaching as well. Like Freire’s (1970)
partner-teachers or Belenky et al. (1986) midwife-teachers, the group members

agsisted in the emergence of consciousness. First, they were concerned with
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preserving the fragile newborn thoughts and second, supported the growth of those
thoughts (Belenky et al., 1986, p.218). One Tuesday Group member described it as
“being there’ and supporting when a fellow member moved from silence to voice, “ to
witness her beginnings to speak up about her exploration, her confusions and her
insights.... it was so neat to be there with her and to support her in this process. 1
gained an appreciation and understanding of her way and learned a little more about
myself in the process” (Dee, E-mail March 10, 2001).

Respect and trust were essential for an equal sharing of ideas (Saltiel, Sgroi &
Brockett, 1998). When writing about the space created by the Tuesday Group Claire
called it “A respectful place where no thought or idea will be ridiculed or dismissed”
(Freewriting May 31, 2001). Group members trusted that there would be no
judgments or put-downs (meeting notes June 13, 2001). “We respected each others
learning space and experience - challenged and supported - but always respected - and
learned more from that too” (Dee, E-mail March 10, 2001). I noticed that respect and
trust did go hand-in-hand (Armstrong, 2001), each building upon the other. Inthe
following comment by a group member, I saw that respect and trust are also
dynamically connected to a growing respect and trust within. “Through my feeling
that I could open up to all of you - that I could be with my vulnerability - the tap began
to flow which helped me connect with me - which opened up possibilities for
understanding, Through writing to you I felt safe in my being - and to be able then to

speak my truth - and I began to learn from that” (Dee, E-mail May 22, 2001).
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Community
Community was experienced as being supported. Group members felt that no

one could vanish, as some graduate students seemed to do, slipping away and giving
up without a word to anyone (meeting notes, October 22, 2001). Gieslaine
remembered during a part of her research “There were long periods of time when I
worked a lot in isolation though the group never abandoned me and would call if T had
been away too long” (E-mail May 15). There is a “sense of belonging” (Fiona,
writing shared June 19, 2001) and a weaving together of lives that Gieslaine called
“holding the dream” (E-mail June 19, 2001). This group did hold the dream of each
member as they moved along a twisting turning path towards it (meeting notes May
31,2001).

For over ten years, members have supported each other through an ongoing
commitment to being part of the group. The remarkable period of time the group has
stayed together demonstrates the strength of the community they formed. “Classes
disband at end of term, no continuity of people you might like to work more with”
(Fiona, writing shared June 19, 2001). Bruffee (1993) agrees that the short length of
academic semesters do not give students a lot of time to get to know and build the trust
needed for collaborative learning. A Tuesday Group member noted that “As the years
go by, you know each other more, deeper and deeper layers” (meeting notes June 19,
2001). Friendships grew from this commitment over the years and the member who
moved to Ontario comments on this, “I think I am missing this deep-rooted feeling

and need much more than I had suspected. Kinda funny when I am now in such close
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proximity to family...but it is the meaningful friendships developed from sharing from
within that ground me” (Dee, E-mail February 25, 2001).

This kind of commitment requires effort, “Forming a community, especially
one where there is total choice about belonging, takes determination and commitment™
(Althea, personal communication June 17, 1997). I felt the support of this amazing
commitment over a whole year of high attendance at the research meetings. I noticed
several members gave the meetings a high priority in already very busy lives (meeting
notes March 8 and April 3, 2001). Reflecting on the lunch hour meetings in the past a
membér stated, “The struggle to get to the meetings was worth it - there were many
days that I thought I should just skip it, but something drew me there, week after week
- I think I knew it was an academic lifeline - I needed to be a part of this group”

(Claire, writing shared June 13, 2001).

Community.

Somewhere, there are people

to whom we can speak with passion
without having the words catch in our throats.
Somewhere a circle of hands will open to receive us,
eyes will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with us
whenever we come into our own power.
Community means strength that joins our strength

to do the work that needs to be done.

Arms to hold us when we falter.

A circle of healing. A circle of friends.
Someplace where
we can be free.

(Starhawk,1982, p.92)
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Challenge
“Real isn’t how you are made”, said the skin horse.
“It’s a thing that happens to you.”...
*Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.
“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful

(Williams, 1975).

Feyrer (1996) used this quote from the children’s story The Velveteen Rabbit
in her thesis, to symbolize the human dimension of teaching and learning relationships
(p. 14). The Tuesday Group members felt that working through challenges is part of
the cement that holds the group together more tightly (Meeting notes May 31, 2001).
Althea wrote, “I don’t think I’ve ever found being a part of the group easy [to put this
in context, I don’t find belonging to any group easy], but I think this is what has kept
me learning” (E-mail December 2, 2001). Claire adds, “Recognizing the difficulties
not only provides a more complete view of the experience of collaborative learning,
but also illustrates that it wasn't just to obtain positive support that I, and possibly
some of the others, continued to return week after week.” (Writing shared June 19,
2001). Becoming “real” is often difficult and I agree with a group member who
stated, “Tt is important to recognize that learning is messy, painful, evokes feelings of
rage, self-doubt, as well as being joyous” (Fiona, writing shared February 15, 2001).
The theme of challenge had three strands: diversity, being on the margins of the group,

and asking the right questions.

Diversity
Diversity brings two challenges to the Tuesday Group as Charlotte comments,

“Challenges come from relating to and accepting ourselves as we find that we are
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different from others in the group, and challenges come from accepting others in their
differences and enjoying the expanding of our learning horizons through these
differences” (E-mail June 19, 2001). She goes on to talk about the stretching involved,
“Individuals consistently bring up topics that I haven't thought about or they bring up
perspectives of topics that I have not considered before. I then have to examine where
1 am positioned on that topic or issue and where I think I can move to and still
maintain some integrity with my own foundational frameworks™ (E-mail June 19,
2001).

“Each group member brings something unique... in terms of learning style,
focus of interest, academic background, personality, age, and writing history”
(Gieslaine, B-mail May 31, 2001). Fiona commented that, “Bach person brings their
experiences, insights, stories. We listen to one and other and grow wiset, shift
perspective, come to question, and come to understand. Our diversity enriches us”
(Freewriting May 31, 2001).

“In this group we seem to receive the variables amongst ourselves and accept
that we never fully understand the other, and actually sort of like it that way! It cooks
down to our receiving-and accepting of perhaps the sacredness of our individuated
selves that gather in this shared space.” (Charlotte, writing shared February 15, 2001).
When writing about her collage artwork and the “eclectic mix” of images being like
the Tuesday Group, Gieslaine notes, “But there are spaces in between. .. spaces of ‘not

knowing’...space for revelations” (E-mail May 31).
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Being on the Margins of the Group
Diversity is a challenge that was celebrated and honored within the Tuesday
Group. The learning that came from this challenge was deepened and intensified on
the occasions when a member experienced a larger than normal distance between
herself and the rest of the group. This was experienced as being on the margins of the
group on an issue or experience. When the Tuesday Group talked about this, Erin used
the metaphor of an ameba to describe it. “The edges of the group ebbing and
flowing. ..you can be out but not out” (meeting notes, June19, 2001). Another group
member stated, “We can cross the lines and still come back and be accepted” (Méeting
notes June 13, 2001).
Althea wrote a story and shared it with the group as a way of working through
one of these challenging times. The following is a part of her story that is about a
“young women” who prefers to stay out of the “rough and tumble of relationship”:
One day she went to a regular meeting of friends and was unjustly criticized,
or so she perceived, by members of this group. Being highly intelligent (or so
she thought), she was able to criticize these friends right back in a very logical
way. When the time came for the next meeting she did not go. But something
has changed. This time (yes, it has happened before) she is not able to stay so
easily in self-righteousness. (Personal communication, June 1995).
Althea did return to the group and later reflected that “the growth for me in the taping
incident was that I stayed a member of the group when I was feeling angry. My usual
course of action would have been to give it up, not only because of the conflict, but
also because of feeling embarrassed” (E-mail December 2, 2001). Because she did not

“give it up” further learning occurred. “The incident made me more sensitive to the

participants in my own research and it became a symbol for me of trying to stretch my
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understanding of myself and other, the concepts of right and wrong, and complexity.
The incident is still a source of learning for me” (Althea, E-mail December 2, 2001).

I had a similar experience during our research journey, when I rearranged the
lines of a poem we had written together. The group members managed to both
support and challenge me as I worked to understand and unravel my job as researcher
interpreting meaning and my job documenting the words of the group (meeting notes
June 13, 2001). I think that this learning would have been more painful, and possibly
have been halted by my defensiveneés, if I had not felt the solid foundation of caring
and respect supporting me and allowing me to stay open to the process. As Erin put i,
the group made you feel “challenged not chastised” (meeting notes June13, 2001).

Claire wrote about the challenge of feeling alone on an ongoing topic of
discussion that all the rest of the group members seemed to agree on. “My experiences
were so completely different from theirs that in this respect I felt isolated from the
group” (writing shared June 19, 2001). Claire’s high regard for the members of the
group left her “at odds™ when she could not share in their perspective of this topic.
Gieslaine moved away from the group for a period of time when she was deep into the
quantitative aspects of her research and found it too painful to see her “fellow
travelers” on the autobiographical path she longed to take (E-mail May 15, 2001 and
meeting notes June 19, 2001). She stated, “There were long periods of time when I
worked a lot in isolation though the group never abandoned me and would call if T had

been away too long” (E-mail May 15).
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Asking the Right Questions

The right questions are the ones that take you deeper, moving the learning
process along and inquiring into assumptions (Armstrong, 2001). A Tuesday Group
member commented, “ There aren’t many places one can go and talk at a deeper level,
where everyone is working beneath the surface, on shaky ground” (Fiona, writing
shared February 15, 2001). Often the right questions are the most difficult to ask and
the most difficult to answer. In the Tuesday Group I experienced how the right
questions were asked based on knowledge gained through many years of relationship
and careful listening to each other’s inquiries (meeting notes May 31, 2001).1
wondered also, if the connected way of knowing and empathy that seemed to be used
by the group members helped them find the right questions to ask?

Based on a strong foundation of support present in the Tuesday Group, it was
also possible to begin answering those right questions that were not easy to explore.
Erin described a result of this support, “This is a place where I can learn by talking
about how I feel, things that might not be explored in another context” (Meeting notes
June 13, 2001). I heard one of these right questions at a meeting after Gieslaine had
shared some writing that was done at the beginning of her graduate program. Helen
asked her, “Where are you now...how is your ‘dream’ being followed now” (meeting
notes May 31, 2001). The deep caring present made it harder to ignore these
questions or to become defensive. Dee called the group “A safe harbour, where along
with supporting, we challenged each other in many ways intentionally and not so
intentionally - which was good - it was another step in our journeys as we gained

strength and confidence to speak up in the 'bigger’ world in which we live” (E-mail
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May 14, 2001). Dee adds that “These are the types of challenges that we so often long
for, and this group provides the necessary ingredients for the growth and

transforming” (E-mail June 19, 2001).

Chapter Summary
In this chapter the three themes of connection, support, and challenge
contained many threads that woven together described the experience of collaborative
learning. In the final chapter I will reflect on these findings together with what I

learned from the emerging research method.
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CHAPTER 4

FINAL REFLECTIONS

This research was guided by the question: What is the experience of
collaborative learning? Using a research methodology called collaborative inquiry we -
engaged in a process that is collaborative learning in action (Lawrence, Walsh, &
Charaniya, 2001). I found that paying attention to the research method as it emerged in
our inquiry deepened and extended my understanding of the experience of
collaborative learning. The data collected as the research method emerged,
illuminated and extended the themes described in Chapter Three. As the group
members reflected on their past experiences of collaborative learning in the group
during their graduate studies, they were at the same time engaged in thé present action
of collaborative learning in this research project. We moved through many cycles of
action and reflection that increased the validity of the collaborative inquiry (Heron,
1996). Bringing the data from the research process together with the data gathered on
past experiences was a form of triangulation.

The final reflections in this chapter are a pause in a continuing journey. I have
no grand concluding comments and recommendations, only more questions to be
answered. My purpose in this research was not to develop a “how to” list for people
wishing to engage in collaborative learning. My purpose was to gain a deeper
understanding of the experience of collaborative learning. More research is still
needed on the experience of collaborative learning in other contexts to give us a

broader foundation to work from when asking the how to questions.
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A Shared Journey

The authors of a book entitled The Doctoral Thesis Journey (Cole & Hunt,
1994) used the metaphor of journey to describe the thesis/research process. Several of
the stories in this book mentioned traveling together as a theme that facilitated the
journey. Traveling together was also a metaphor used by a Tuesday Group member in
her thesis (Donaldson, 1998). Collaborative inquiry has been a shared journey for me,
one that still continues. Through this research method I have experienced the
collaborative learning I hoped to find in the formal context of graduate studies. I have
been challenged to climb mountains that could not be scaled alone and look at views I
might never have noticed. I have wandered through dark and tangled forests, knowing
my fellow travelers were there too, within calling distance and often on intersecting
paths. [ have been given a drink of water in the middle of a desert and cared for others
when they faltered. My understanding of this journey has been deepened and extended
by the shared perspectives.

I was able to share my research journey with the members of the Tuesday
Group, but not my graduate student journey. That was a journey that they had already
completed. Their stories of past experience were helpful. They were able to connect
with my current experiences in a way that made me feel that they understood, but they
were not there being students with me. This highlighted the important element of

sharing the journey, puzzling out the experience while one is in the midst of it.
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Traveling into unfamiliar territory

Trying to make sense of an experience

I call out to fellow travelers,

asking for what it looks like from their perspectives
Puzzling out our understandings together

Humor to lighten the load and brighten a dark moment
Bubbling, shrieking laughter

An irreverent perspective that might be just what is needed
To see another side,

and around the corner

Energy lifted with healing laughter.

A community

Supporting and being supported

Challenging and being challenged

Connected

(J. Conway February 2002)

Personal Implications

When I returned to the formal educational setting of a university graduate
program, I wondered if I would experience collaborative learning. I was impressed
when I found some of my graduate classes created an environment that encouraged
collaborative learning. Increased understanding of collaborative learning will facilitate
this happening more often. When I had finished my required course work, I did not
have a group of fellow students to share the research journey with.

In my first year of classes I had met weekly with a group of seven students.
When two members moved away and two graduated we stopped meeting in the
second year. In my final year, I did not have the energy to form another group. Instead
I registered in an extra course that could provide weekly meetings and provide the

connection with fellow students that I needed while engaged in the potentially
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isolating work of writing a thesis. This worked for me because I chose a class taught
by a professor with expertise in creating a collaborative learning environment and the
research methodology I chose was collaborative learning in action.

The learning during this last year was like magic as it was deep and
meaningful. In The Spell of the Sensuous (1996, p. 9) Abram describes magic as the
experience of existing in a world made up of multiple intelligences and connecting
with this “more-than-human” world. I found that magic moment — that he suggested is
a shifting of consciousness in order to make contact with others, had also occurred in

the human world of collaborative learning.

Contributions to Theory

Although this was a small-scale study, it has some implications for the
theoretical basis of collaborative inquiry as a research method, and for collaborative
inquiry generally. First, at least eight sources of data were used in this study as
reported on page 26. Both the number and the richness of the data sources raise the
question of the need for some conceptual order when using collaborative research.
That is, this method of research appears to result in a wide range of data forms that are
not necessarily all equally useful relative to the research problem or the purpose of the
study. I could find no discussion of the need for a conceptual framework in the
literature on collaborative inquiry, yet some kind of conceptual method of organizing
data forms is suggested by the study.

A second theoretical implication flows from the ownership of the research

process by all the co-researchers. In the current study it was possible to “stay on track”
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relative to the purpose and research question pursued, even though collaborative
inquiry was used. But it is quite possible that this research method inherently means
that a group may take over or redefine both the purpose and research question. How
can collaborative inquiry still be used when a research study needs to achieve a
predetermined outcome? If a group redefines the question and purpose through
collaborative inquiry we have moved to a new ontology which is a byproduct of the
epistemological value of collaborative inquiry. In short, theoretically, the constant
redefinition of “the question™ by the use of collaborative inquiry raises philosophical
issues.

A third theoretical implication of this study is specific to university life. The
university and university based research traditionally shares the value of free inquiry
and freely reported results. This value is not an abstraction. Current events at Canadian
universities clearly indicate that when research is sponsored, funded, or conducted co-
operatively the research may not be free to report negative results. The use of
collaborative inquiry inherently raises this issue. Whose voice is being reported on?
Who is responsible for the final communication of the results? How can a group
disagree with itself and how can a researcher disagree if she is one with the group?

These are questions of both value and theory, which are implied by the current

study.

Suggestions
From this research, it is clear that participation in the Tuesday Group

contributed to the successful completion of the members’ graduate student degrees. Is
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the existence of the Tuesday Group a lucky chance, or is it possible the academic
community could support and encourage this kind of informal group occurring more
often? Setting up groups and assigning students to attend will not work. Self-selection
has been identified as an important element in collaborative partnerships (Saltiel,
1998). Instead of this, we need to focus on creating environments that will proyide
fertile ground for these groups to form naturally. The following suggestions might be
considered:

e Use collaborative learning processes more often in graduate classes for
students to learn and practice.

e Create more opportunities for students to meet-and develop relationships.
Class activities such as shared food and informal conversation at breaks,
clustering graduate student offices together, and graduate student social
functions are possibilities.

e Inform students of the challenges involved in thesis completion and
suggest formation of groups as a possible solution

¢ Provide resources such as workshops and handouts that will help students
learn how to form and maintain successful groups.

" Create more physical locations appropriate for informal meetings and
promote these so graduate students are aware they are available:

The length of commitment and depth of learning that occurred in the Tuesday
Group may be extraordinary, but I believe it has been and could be replicated to
differing degrees. Further research to identify how the process of collaborative
learning unfolds in other contexts could help us understand better how to encourage
and support it. Questions for future research include:

e What is the nature of commitment required and how is this commitment

maintained?
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o How is equality and trust established and maintained?
e How is collaborative inquiry experienced in a mixed gender group?

o What happens when institutions attempt to use collaborative inquiry?

The University

Tarule (1996) suggests that collaborative dialogues in the “bywaters” of the
mainstream havle been a part of the academic learning environment for a long time and
“consistently the academy has required these to be outside ‘regular’ class time,
relegating them to the corridors and coffee shops™ (p.291). I am excited about the:
possibilities of bringing collaborative learning into the classroom. I am also concerned
that vital elements of the process (the essence of the phenomenon), as I have come to
understand it, are not lost in this transition. As Tarule noted, “When collaborative
procedures are introduced, they are simply not new ‘tricks” for teaching; they disr;lpt
the basic assumptions about how learning progresses and who gets to be-a knower”
(pg.292, 1996).

The most challenging issue to be addressed is the shift in authority from the
teacher to an equal sharing among all as learners, Reconceptualizing the teacher as a
guide or midwife (Belenky et al, 1986) begins to bring into play this shift in authority,
and many have moved in this direction, especially in the areas of adult and continuing
education. But there are still teachers and students alike in the context of formal
education that are resistant to the disruption of traditional roles in the classroom. Next,
the short duration of one-term classes limits the time learners have to get to know each

other and to build relationships, Different models of learning communities {Gabelnick
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et al., 1990) and the use of cohort groups (Cranton, 1998) are promising starts on

addressing this issue.

Aduit Education

The Doctoral Thesis Journey (Cole & Hunt, 1994) was written by a group of
adult educators in Toronto who had been meeting every other Thursday and called
themselves the “Thursday group”. Several similarities to the Tuesday Group in
Victoria were noted: the name; the noon meeting time; the adult education background
of the members; and they reported that in discussions “we speak from our own direct
experience, not from theoretical models or abstractions™ (p. vii). The shared focus of
the Toronto group was professional development as researchers, and it caused me to
wonder how many other groups like this are functioning across the country and what
their experience of collaborative learning is like in these different contexts.

More research is needed to understand the exciting potential of this method for
learning and research. Bray et al. (2000) suggest adult learning applications, Mezirow
(2000) developed a conference model for collaborative inquiry at the first National
Conference on Transformative Learning in 1998 and suggests it may be replicated in
other areas of adult education. “Designing a conference as a collaborative inquiry
may, in fact, enable learning to be advanced more quickly, facilitate making
connections between theories and scholars, and expand theories and practice both
within and across disciplines. It is a way for scholars and practitioners, who normally
work in isolation, to connect ideas and practice” (p.341). Collaborative inquiry might

be used in contexts of adult learning such as life transitions (such as parenthood,
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divorce, retirement, death and dying) or recreational interests (such as bookclubs,

gardening, and genealogy).

Gender Questions

Russell, Plotkin and Bell (1998) wondered if it was a coincidence that their
collaborative group was composed of women only, and I too wonder this about the
Tuesday Group. Russell et al. have not reached a consensus on this. Two members of
their group have found it easier to collaborate with women than with men, and they
suspect that women are more likely to engage in this form of knowledge production.
One of the group members has collaborated extensively with her male partner and thus
dqu&s that the phenomenon is that straightforward (p.152). From my personal
experience of two groups where there has been a lone male present who was very
comfortable with this way of learning (and indeed was one of the founding members
in both cases) I would agree that this phenomenon is not that straightforward.
Although women may engage in collaborative learning more often then men, I believe
like Clinchy (1996) that “the difference is not rooted in gender but in epistemology
[which although related to gender is not synonymous with it]” (p.226).

Current research in participatory inquiry, adult learning, and feminist theory
can contribute to our understanding of collaborative learning. We need to bring these

voices together for conversations that might enrich all.
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Summary

Every person and every group experiences collaborative learning in a unique
way. Further research on collaborative learning in different contexts would increase
our understanding. The purpose of this research was not to make generalizations, but
to illuminate the whole by looking at the particular. By understanding what the
experience of collaborative learning was in the Tuesday Group, I hope to have
contributed to the conversations on graduate student success and adult learning. I have
entered these conversations with a sense of “multiple and infinite possibilities in the
future” (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999). I finish with a poem I wrote to express my

experience of collaborative learning.



Weaving a Web

Weaving a web of connections through our conversation
A creative and wild construction of knowledge

in the space created by the group

Multiple perspectives shared

It is a different way of knowing,
understanding through connection
Stories emerge from the heart.

My thoughts are not perfectly formed,
understanding is ongoing.

Sometimes tangled up in the threads
it can be a messy process
Living with ambiguity

Connections not always clear,

one story will spark another

Going off into the blue, swinging into space
several stories later a common theme emerges
Unexpected insight gained

Threads being spun into a communal space.
Listening intensely,

connections are felt in my body, mind and spirit
All of me is present and electrified

[uminated

Open minds reaching out
crossing boundaries

New perspectives discovered
transformations possible

This is not a tidy controlled cloth within the boundaries of a loom.
It is a web,
organic, evolving, and alive.

Discovering complex and sometimes astounding patterns,
I experience magic.

(J.Conway, February 2002)
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