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ABSTRACT
The literature indicates that collaborative activities can support 
professional learning (PL) for academics teaching in higher educa-
tion (HE). Nevertheless, limited approaches for collegial PL exist that 
can be embedded in the day-to-day work of busy academics. This 
paper reports on an evidence-based approach to practice that was 
undertaken to develop an authentic, structured, collegial approach 
to PL for academics. This involved a review and synthesis of relevant 
literature, which revealed that collegial PL could be supported 
through self-initiated communities of academics; collaborative, 
social interaction with peers; safe, non-judgemental, supportive, 
conversations; critical reflection; sustained inquiry into practice; an 
exploration of perspectives; and bespoke resources. These findings 
informed the development of the Collaborative Peer-Observation 
Learning Circles (CPO/LC). The approach includes a four-stage pro-
cess and adaptable template resources designed to facilitate aca-
demics’ collegial PL while also meeting the needs of accreditation 
requirements in HE.

KEYWORDS 
Professional learning; 
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Introduction

In the literature, ideas about professional learning (PL) vary. In this research, the 
term is used to denote, ‘activities and processes that academics engage in to 
ameliorate their academic performance and the impact of their performance on 
student learning’ (Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015, p. 93). Internationally, government 
policies and professional accreditation requirements recognise PL as, ‘an activity 
that is integral to ensuring high quality teaching and learning’ (Ambler et al., 2020, 
p. 851) and it is a feature of the global move by higher education (HE) to ensure 
that academics who are primarily responsible for teaching and supporting learning 
are appropriately prepared for their role. HE is vibrant with innovative, effective, 
approaches to PL where the value of structured activities and ‘more informal, on- 
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going, everyday activities embedded in practice’ (Ambler et al., 2020) is recognised. 
The aim of this work was to support learning for busy academics by creating an 
authentic, collegial approach to PL that could be embedded in practice and 
structured to help individuals and the university comply with accreditation require-
ments for appropriately educated academics.

The paper explains the background to the study and the relevant collegial 
approaches to PL in the literature that were reviewed are presented. Incorporating 
the synthesised learnings from the literature and the reflections during practice, the 
collaborative peer observation learning circles (CPO/LC) process and template obser-
vation tool are introduced and explained. The paper concludes by providing an 
overview of the study, its benefits for HE and highlights opportunities for further 
research.

Background

Victoria University (VU), where this approach to PL was developed, is a multi-campus, 
dual-sector provider of HE located in Australia. Many of VU’s first-year students come from 
low socio-economic backgrounds and are the first in their family to attend university 
(Messinis & Sheehan, 2015; Wheelahan, 2009). In 2018 extensive institutional reorganisa-
tion occurred which involved the introduction of an intensive Victoria University Block 
Model (VUBM) curriculum (Chapin & Oraison, 2019; McCluskey et al., 2020; Messinis & 
Sheehan, 2015; O’Shea et al., 2018), and the establishment of a multi-disciplinary First Year 
College for all students entering their first-year of study irrespective of undergraduate 
programme or discipline. Academic staff were selected for their teaching experience and 
passion for teaching first-year students rather than by research expertise, and an inten-
tionally designed transition pedagogy was created (Loton et al., 2022; McCluskey et al.,  
2018, 2019, 2020). In this reorganisation, a complete subject is taught within 4-week time 
segments, and each subject is taught sequentially (McCluskey et al., 2020).

In brief, the VUBM teaching combines small class teaching, allowing for increased time 
on task for teachers, so that feedback per student and contact time is increased (Jackson 
et al., 2022). The VUBM prepares learners for later years of university by providing them 
with the cultural capital of better social engagement developed during the first year (Klein 
et al., 2019; Gauci et al., 2023). This is combined with the scaffolding of a carefully 
designed Transition Pedagogy (Kift et al., 2010) aimed at developing students to become 
confident and independent learners. Alongside the implementation of the VUBM and 
formation of the First Year College, a comprehensive and customised PL programme was 
introduced to provide faculty with a tool-kit of high engagement teaching strategies and 
to build teacher capability, confidence and self-efficacy (Tangalakis et al., 2022a). The PL 
programme has resulted in improvements in student outcomes and high student evalua-
tion of teaching scores (Tangalakis et al., 2022b). In the process, the First Year College has 
become a ‘community of practice’, with colleagues sharing ideas and practices both 
formally in workshops and informally (Jackson et al., 2022). In this paper, we describe 
the CPO/LC approach to PL that was designed to build on the collegiality already 
established and further extend teacher capability, with the aim of enhancing student 
success further.
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Evidence-based practice

Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) (Reynolds, 2008) informed the development of a collegial 
approach to PL, which could be embedded in everyday practice and that would support 
academics’ continuous growth in learning and teaching. Gray (2001) notes that when we 
do not use evidence in practice, important failures in decision-making can occur and 
ineffective interventions that do more harm than good are introduced. Lofthouse (2014) 
supports these comments stating, ‘it could be deemed unethical to engage in changing 
practices which have the potential to influence educational experiences and outcomes 
without some form of enquiry’ (p.15). EBP enacts the idea of an academic as someone who 
takes an inquiry focus towards their work (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) and applies other 
people’s research in their own practice (Williams & Coles, 2007). EBP was appropriate for 
this study because one of its central commitments is to use evidence to promote 
opportunities for PL through ‘the study of one’s own professional practice . . . with 
a view to improving that practice’ (Dadds et al., 2001, p. 7) for the benefit of students 
and the organisation (Dadds et al., 2001; Mthiyane & Habedi, 2018; Reynolds, 2008).

To create a structured, collegial approach to PL that could be embedded in practice, an 
examination of the limited evidence from peer-reviewed literature, and resources that 
would support academics to further develop their teaching practice were reviewed 
(Mthiyane & Habedi, 2018). Additionally, the project team reflected upon and evaluated 
their learnings from the literature and drew on their experiences as educators to inform and 
guide the ongoing planning and actions necessary to progress the collegial approach to PL.

Collegial approaches to professional learning

Systematic, narrative critical and narrative consensus approaches to reviewing the litera-
ture are prone to bias in different ways (Moher et al., 2009; Wilczynski, 2017). Given the 
limited literature in this field, the narrative critical approach was chosen for this study as it 
reflected a better fit with EBP, the specific context and background of the study and the 
issue to be addressed in practice (Wilczynski, 2017) – to gain insights that would inform 
the creation of an authentic, structured, collegial approach to PL that could be embedded 
in the day-to-day work of academics. This approach involved the research team drawing 
from their collective expertise to evaluate recognised and seminal literature (Wilczynski,  
2017) related to the topic of PL in HE that encourages reciprocal, collaborative relation-
ships. The literature selected by the group included peer observation (Bell & Mladenovic,  
2008; Gosling, 2005; Weller, 2009), inquiry communities (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999,  
2009, 2021), mentoring (Ambler et al., 2016; Harvey et al., 2017), communities of practice 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991), learning circles (Peters & Le Cornu, 2005; Sutherland et al., 2020) 
and peer-assisted teaching (Carbone & Ceddia, 2013; Carbone et al., 2013, 2015; Drew 
et al., 2017). Table 1 provides an overview of the research used to inform this study, with 
more details presented in the next part of this paper.

Peer observation

Peer observation provides a framework, which encourages critical reflection and supports 
individuals and groups to collaborate and engage in inquiry into their teaching and its 
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impact on student learning. Gosling (2005) identified three different types of peer 
observation, which might be used in HE: evaluative, developmental and collaborative. 
Sachs et al. (2013) acknowledge that there are different approaches to peer observation 
that range from formative to evaluative but suggest that in HE it is best located as 
a collegial endeavour that involves dialogue between peers; at its best, peer observation 
can open the classroom to review in a safe and supportive way with a focus on improve-
ment and PL. The conceptual scaffolding identified by Sachs et al. (2013) for supporting 
and sustaining peer review/observation includes a model of peer review/observation, 
leadership and stewardship, effective communication and planned implementation. The 
need for a form of peer review that is ‘based on collaboration between the parties’ 
(Gosling, 2005, p. 17), which is a non-judgemental form of teaching development that 
benefits both reviewer and reviewee is seen as the most effective and ethical framework 
to support PL about teaching practices.

Inquiry communities

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) highlighted the notion that ‘teachers who know more 
teach better’ (p.794). They suggest that this emphasis on improving what teachers know 
and can do has resulted in a range of approaches to support teachers’ PL. Based on 
a 3-year study of the relationships of inquiry to teachers’ professional knowledge and 
practice across the professional teaching life span and their experiences as educators, 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) developed the concept of ‘inquiry as stance’. When taking 
this stance, teachers engage in PL that is quite different to workshops, seminars and 
courses. Fundamental to this approach is the idea that teachers participate in inquiry 
communities where they come together in their day-to-day work to: 

. . . pose problems, identify discrepancies between theories and practices, challenge common 
routines, draw on the work of others for generative frameworks, and attempt to make visible 
much of that which is taken for granted about teaching and learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,  
2021, p. 101)

In an inquiry, community teachers learn by relying on their peers/colleagues for different 
perspectives on their work, sharing and building on each other’s ideas and pushing each 
other to pose problems and raise questions (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2021). Thus, PL occurs 
when teachers are involved in initiating, sustaining and intentionally proliferating and 
connecting within networks and communities of various kinds, where they inquire into 
their day-to-day practice.

Mentoring

Spencer (1996, p. 5) defined mentoring as a ‘relationship, which gives people the oppor-
tunity to share their professional and personal knowledge, skills and experiences, and to 
grow and develop in the process’. In HE, mentoring is recognised as a ‘valuable collegial 
learning experience’ (Harvey et al., 2017, p. 161) that is not necessarily systematised or 
imposed but informal and organic (Harvey et al., 2017; Lindgren, 2006) and based on the 
development of reciprocal relationships where the mentors and mentee ‘feel empowered 
within their personal sphere of development and well-being (Ambler et al., 2016). Positive 
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mentoring relationships offer the opportunity for academics to engage in PL with the 
caveat that power imbalances usually evident in imposed, dyadic approaches to mentor-
ing may compromise opportunities for productive learning (Coombe, 1994; Darwin & 
Palmer, 2009; Gonzales Rodriguez, 1995; Johnsrud, 1991; Lindgren, 2006). To ameliorate 
the challenges that may occur in a more traditional, imposed dyadic approach to mentor-
ing alternative forms of mentoring such as group, peer, online and compound mentoring 
are options that can encourage academics to learn and develop the skills and practices for 
their work (Ambler et al., 2016).

Communities of practice

Communities of practice, a concept developed by Lave and Wenger (1991), are collabora-
tive, often informal networks that are developed with the aim of supporting staff in 
advancing their shared understanding and to co-construct knowledge with one another 
(Cox, 2005). Communities of practice are commonplace in many industries and encourage 
the development of a shared identity that bonds the community and builds culture 
(Johnson, 2001). A primary focus of the community of practice is the focus on informal 
learning and sharing of knowledge. Since their formalised inception (Lave & Wenger,  
1991), there has been much debate surrounding how best to create communities of 
practice that thrive (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Schwen & Hara, 2003). Some argue that for 
a community to be authentic and to flourish, it must arise organically, emerging and 
growing through conversations with like-minded individuals (Schwen & Hara, 2003), 
others believe that a more formulaic approach can suffice and there are clear components 
that can be implemented to increase the likelihood of success (Plaskoff, 2011). Wenger 
et al. (2002) originally composed seven serial actions that could be undertaken to cultivate 
a community (Plaskoff, 2011), later refined this to three concepts, believing, behaving and 
belonging. They indicated that if the members of the community believed in the intrinsic 
value of the community, developed and conformed with the norms established by the 
community and felt a sense of belonging and value, the community had the greatest 
chance of thriving.

Learning circles

Central to the rationale for creating Learning Circles (LCs) in HE is the idea that academics 
responsible for learning and teaching need to maintain currency in their knowledge and 
skills (Ambler et al., 2020). This view necessitates the engagement of academics in 
ongoing opportunities for PL, thus learning is located as something that is intrinsic to 
being a teacher/academic. For some, this idea requires relinquishing the conception that 
PL is an activity added on or squashed into the day-to-day work that constitutes teaching. 
An academic’s professionalism as a teacher is framed as a continuous process of learning 
where they respond, inquire, and reflect around questions and issues asked by themselves 
and of interest and relevance to their work and the profession.

Learning circles bring together colleagues in groups within a discipline or across 
disciplines who meet at regular intervals to support each other (Peters & Le Cornu,  
2005) by engaging in critical discussion and reflection on issues pertaining to teaching 
and learning (Sutherland et al., 2020). In the learning circles academics, ‘build and share 
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knowledge of successful experiences through the process of open discussion and deep 
reflection’ (Fahmi Dajani & Yousef, 2014) around aspects related to practice (p.143). As an 
approach to learning, LCs are grounded in the seminal work of Dewey (1938) and (Bruner,  
1966) where social-constructivist, inquiry-based theories support the idea that learning 
occurs in settings where individuals interact with others in a community. LCs bring 
together individuals into a group, so they can learn by investigating questions and 
problems through social experiences. Peters and Le Cornu (2005) explained that in LCs, 
participants interact and reflect on issues/challenges they are facing and share insights/ 
strategies focused on improving learning and teaching. There is also an expectation that 
participants in a LCs can critically explore their experiences in a safe (Lewis, 2002) 
supportive environment (Little, 2002) and ‘without fear of being judged or evaluated’ 
(Fahmi Dajani & Yousef, 2014). In terms of the benefits to learning and teaching, research 
has identified that LCs may help academics: re-imagine practice, share ideas and solu-
tions, build community, engage in dialogue, theorise their work, learn from others and 
reflect on practice (for details see Arnold & Mundy, 2020, p. 4). Regardless of the structure 
and process adopted for LCs professional growth (Fahmi Dajani & Yousef, 2014; Le Cornu,  
2004a, 2004b) is the intended overall aim.

In an Ako Aotearoa funded project, learning and sharing circles were used to 
foster collegial conversations (Rogers et al., 2019; Sutherland et al., 2020). A Teaching 
and Learning Circle (TLC) consists of three or four members (i.e. teachers) typically 
from different disciplines, and assigned to a TLC by a co-coordinator or they are 
encouraged to form their own TLC. The process involves three stages: a pre- 
observation meeting, observation of teaching, and a post-observation debrief meet-
ing. Pre- and post-observation meetings occur informally, enabling staff to build 
rapport and share practice. The pre-observation meeting allows members to mainly 
coordinate their teaching schedules and observation times and to set clear purposes 
and tasks. All members of a given TLC participate in reciprocal observations of 
teaching. Following the observations, they discuss what they learned from their 
observations of their peers’ teaching. Upon completion, participants were invited 
to participate in a semi-structured interview. Four themes were identified: 1. Collegial 
conversations about teaching 2. Observations of teaching and self-reflection 3. Non- 
evaluative feedback on teaching and 4. Changes to teaching practice. One of the 
recommendations from this study highlighted the need for staff to receive more 
feedback.

Peer-Assisted Teaching Scheme (PATS)

The Peer-Assisted Teaching Scheme (PATS) was initially trialled in the Faculty of 
Information Technology (FIT) at Monash University to improve teaching quality and 
student satisfaction through building peer assistance capacity (Carbone et al., 2013). 
The programme uses Brookfield’s four lenses, being, the ‘self’, ‘student’, ‘peer’ and’ 
scholarly literature’ embedded, with critical reflection being a key outcome for teachers 
to adjust or strengthen their pedagogy (Brookfield, 2017). PATS also draws upon 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978) and Lave’s situated learning 
(Lave, 1988), but in the context of academic teaching staff.
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PATS involves participants supporting each other in mentee/mentor or co-mentor 
partnerships to work through pre, during and post-semester tasks. Subsequent iterations 
of the programme evolved to include the development of a workbook and set tasks with 
endorsed faculty support, in recognition of the workload required to commit to the 
programme during the semester. Academics felt supported by the programme and 
could action improvement for their subjects via collaboration with their mentors 
(Carbone, 2014; Carbone et al., 2013). PATS has further been extended to other institu-
tions across Australia (Carbone et al., 2015), with voluntary participation either aiming to 
increase unsatisfactory student evaluation scores or as part of enrolment in a graduate 
certificate of teaching qualification. Data from this study (Carbone et al., 2015), sourced 
student course evaluation data and specific tasks completed from the PATs workbook 
where staff described the goals and strategies set for refining their teaching and their 
reflection on the achievement of these goals. Across five institutions, student evaluation 
of course scores increased in the majority of courses, suggesting the changes made had 
a positive effect on students’ learning experiences and student evaluations of courses.

A review of teaching observation instruments and protocols in use at 24 Australian 
universities for PAT revealed that development of goal-oriented design was largely absent 
nationally (Drew et al., 2017). As such, the study focused on creating a goal-oriented peer 
observation instrument designed to meet the following criteria:

(1) provide observation prompts applicable to a range of delivery modes and media 
(McKenzie et al., 2008);

(2) consider students’ feedback and teaching improvement requests (Carbone & 
Ceddia, 2013), and

(3) focus observers on teachers’ stated development goals (Carbone & Ceddia, 2013).

This observation instrument enables the opportunity to enhance the feedback cycle of 
developmental goals established by academics.

Insights from the literature

The recognised and seminal literature reviewed was selected because of their influential ideas 
related to the focus for the study – to support learning for academics by creating a structured 
approach to collegial PL integrated into day-to-day work. The authors discussed and analysed 
the literature looking for common themes and ideas and their synthesised learnings revealed 
a range of features to support PL. Self-initiated communities of academics that evolve in day-to 
-day teaching (Harvey et al., 2017; Schwen & Hara, 2003) were evident. Collaboration and social 
interaction with colleagues was considered to be generative for learning (Ambler et al., 2016; 
Cox, 2005; Gosling, 2005). The quality of interactions between colleagues was also recognised 
as important and characterised by choice (i.e. relationships that are not imposed), safety and 
non-judgemental, supportive, conversations (Harvey et al., 2017; Lewis, 2002; Rogers et al.,  
2019, Sachs et al., 2013; Sutherland et al., 2020). Critical reflection was noted as something that 
should be encouraged (Peters & Le Cornu, 2005; Sutherland et al., 2020). An opportunity to 
explore different perspectives and ideas sustained through a process of inquiry into practice 
also emerged as helpful (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, 2021; Fahmi Dajani & Yousef, 2014). 
Some studies recognised that resources to support collegial opportunities for PL can be 
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beneficial and they offer a structure to guide academics pursuing their PL goals (Carbone et al.,  
2015; Drew et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2013).

Our approach: Collaborative peer observation learning circles (CPO/LC)

Based on the findings from a synthesis of the literature reviewed, and personal experi-
ences, aspects of teaching circles (Sutherland et al., 2020), collaborative peer observation 
(Sachs et al., 2013), an inquiry stance (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) and resources to 
facilitate learning and observation (Carbone et al., 2015; Sutherland et al., 2020) informed 
the creation of the Collaborative Peer Observation Learning Circles (CPO/LCs). This 
approach is voluntary, facilitates guided, collaborative peer-observation, constructive 
dialogue and reflection among colleagues for the purpose of improving learning and 
teaching. The approach is supported with resources that include an observation template 
designed by drawing upon ideas, from PATS and the Active Learning Classroom 
Observation Tool (ALCOT) tool developed by Birdwell et al. (2016).

The ALCOT tool was deemed to be an appropriate resource to adapt for this approach 
to PL as it supports (1) active learning, (2) creation and implementation of student 
collaborative learning activities, (3) formative assessment in the classroom and (4) class-
room management. These categories provide prompts to elicit more descriptive 
responses to questions about classroom practices (Birdwell et al., 2016). The intended 
purpose of the ALCOT is to facilitate reflection on active learning practices. In our work, we 
have adapted the ALCOT as part of the CPO/LC, where we have incorporated question 
prompts into the observation template (Supplementary).

Table 2. The CPO/LC process.
The CPO/LC Process

The CPO/LC Stages Insights From the Literature

Stage 1: Self-initiated pre-observation meeting where academics arrange 
times and logistics and consider the questions in the Teaching Observation  

Template for discussion provided.   

Teachers are encouraged to form their own CPO/LCs, or the CPO/LCs  
can be facilitated by a coordinator. 

Self-initiated communities of academics 
that evolve organically.  

Academics choose staff with whom they 
will collaborate.  

Structured resource to guide academics.

Stage 2: Observation activity where academics collaborate to observe 
teaching and understand the use of active learning strategies in the 
classroom and associated student engagement.

Collaboration and social interaction with 
colleagues evident.  

Safe non-judgemental, supportive, 
conversations encouraged.  

Stage 3: Individual reflection time is included post observation, so that 
academics can think about the observation and determine what they could 
implement into their own practice. 

Critical reflection prioritised.

Stage 4: Post observation meeting where those involved in the observation 
meet collaboratively within a learning circle (a small group of academics), in 
an informal setting, to talk about the learnings from the observation of 
teaching. The idea of a collaborative, collegial post-observation 
conversation underpins the approach – academics learn from and with their 
colleagues.

Sustained through a process of inquiry 
into practice.  

Exploration of perspectives and ideas.
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A CPO/LC group consists of three or four members (i.e. academics) typically, but not 
necessarily from different disciplines. Teachers are encouraged to form their own CPO/LC 
groups or this can be facilitated by a coordinator. All members of a given CPO/LC participate in 
reciprocal observations of teaching. The observations can be in dyads or they might involve 
three or four members in a group. Table 2 provides an overview of the relationship between 
the four stages in the CPO/LC process and the synthesised insights from the literature.

For those wishing to create an environment where PL is embedded in the day-to-day 
work of academics, the experience gained during this study would suggest that it is 
important to consider the role of leadership. The jointly held goals and beliefs about the 
value of this approach to PL agreed by the small, dedicated team responsible for this work 
provided essential leadership for the initiative.

Conclusion

There are limited examples of approaches to PL for busy academics that are structured 
and facilitate collegial opportunities for learning in day-to-day practice. The literature 
reviewed provided insight into different ideas for encouraging collegial PL. Based on 
a synthesis and interpretation of the literature reviewed, we identified features for an 
approach to collegial PL that would satisfy individual learning and teaching needs and 
accreditation in HE. The features that guided the creation of the approach highlighted in 
Table 2 were that it should be self-initiated by academics and embedded in day-to-day 
teaching; encourage social interaction and collaboration with peers; foster safe, non- 
judgemental, supportive, conversations; stimulate critical reflection; sustain an inquiry 
stance; nurture an exploration of perspectives and ideas; and be supported with a process 
and appropriate resources. The CPO/LCs resources were created, and these are designed 
to be adaptable, and tailored to the needs of different HE contexts.

This study may be valuable to HE and contribute to positive change by encouraging 
academics to participate in a continuous cycle of improvement by creating opportu-
nities for them to reflect and innovate on their practice. Furthermore, learning for 
students is encouraged as academics consider the impact of their teaching on student 
engagement. The need to respond to the accreditation requirements for HE can also 
be embraced by offering a voluntary PL activity designed to enhance learning and 
teaching.

Initial evidence indicates that the approach is being used by staff teaching in the first- 
year college at the university. The approach can be used by academics at all levels, and we 
would be interested in collaborations to understand the transferability and adaptability of 
the resources to other HE contexts. Further research is also underway to explore aca-
demics’ experiences of participating in CPO/LCs to understand the impact of the 
approach on learning and teaching.
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