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Executive Summary

In 2014, Dubai’s Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA),
the Government entity responsible for overseeing the huge private education
sector (which covers more than 90% of the city’s school students), invited the
World Bank to study a set of initiatives they had put into place to improve
accountability in the sector in the quest for better outcomes. As a result, enrol-
ment in better schools increased from 30 to 50 percent in five years. That study
was entitled 7he Road Traveled. In an ongoing drive to improve the private
education sector, the KHDA has now put into place a second complementary
set of initiatives, this time related to encouraging schools to work together to
improve together.

FIGURE 1

The Four Collaborative Initiatives
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The objective

of the study is

to assess the
extent to which
these initiatives
contribute to
improving the
quality of the
private education
sector in Dubai.

The four collaborative initiatives include the What Works series of events,
which bring educators from private schools together to share their best prac-
tices, to reflect on their work, and to support each other; Living Arabic, which
holds events promoting the Arabic language by Arabic teachers for Arabic
teachers; the Abundance project offers schools that rated ‘Outstanding’ or “Very
Good’ the opportunity to share their knowledge and best practices with other
schools in Dubai; and the Lighthouse project, which encouraged collaboration
and networking between school principals around the study of specific topics.

Objective

The objective of the study is to assess the extent to which these
initiatives contribute to improving the quality of the private education
sector in Dubai. A mixed methods research approach was adopted. A
literature review of collaboration was followed by an online survey sent
to all Dubai schools and in-person focus group interviews that were
conducted in November 2018 in 16 schools in Dubai.

Findings

The findings were conclusive. If the Living Arabic event has quietly
grown to become a recognized resource-platform for Arabic teachers in
the city, the well-established Whar Works event is appreciated as a ‘big
ideas’ event that showcases the new, the bright, and the bold in Dubai
teaching practices. The newer Abundance and Lighthouse projects have
shown proof of concept, as well, as ways to bring school leaders together
to network in the interest of school improvement. Many participants
are convinced of the advantages of these initiatives and yet, surprisingly,
45% of respondents in our online survey had not participated in them.

Limitations

While the collaboration initiatives received widespread support
among teachers and school leaders, there was also recognition of their
limitations, specifically, a lack of time in teachers’ schedules to partici-
pate in either in-school or between-school collaborations. Additionally,
for in-school collaboration, school leaders indicated that teachers did
not know how or with whom to collaborate. For between-school collab-
oration, school leaders felt that about a third of their teachers did not
know with whom to collaborate, while some (13 percent) suggested that
their school was too different from others to be able to work together.



Executive Summary

Options to Improve Collaboration

While successful, each of the four initiatives could be tweaked to
further improve knowledge transfer across the system. The study
suggested a range of ways to do this. The study also suggested that the
diversity of Dubai’s schools is an enormous potential to be potentially
shared. The excellent quality of many of Dubai’s schools and teachers are
a great resource for lower performing schools to learn from and adapt to
their own context. Finally, in the same way that students are encouraged
to work collaboratively, so too should the city’s teachers be encouraged
to embed collaborative practices in their work.

The excellent
quality of many
of Dubai’s schools
and teaching
practices are a
clear source of
best practice for
lower performing
schools to learn
from and adapt
for their own
context.






Introduction

A remarkable city in many respects, Dubai also stands out from an
educational perspective.

Home to a large and diverse international population, the city has one of the
most extensive private education sectors in the world. Nine out of ten students
attend private schools following one of seventeen different school system
curricula, which include education systems of the United Kingdom, India, the
United States, the United Arab Emirates, the International Baccalaureate, Paki-
stan, Iran, France, Germany, Japan, and Canada, among others.

Recognizing the importance of education to Dubai, government authorities
have been actively working to improve the quality of all schools. While the
Ministry of Education manages public schools, the Knowledge and Human
Development Authority (KHDA), a Government of Dubai authority, was
developed to oversee private schools.!

For the KHDA, finding ways to improve quality in the sector is an ongoing
pursuit. Many initiatives have been developed, several of which have been
studied and revised, and new ideas are constantly being identified. Recently,
the KHDA has promoted collaboration between schools as a catalyst for change
through four specific initiatives it has promoted: the Whar Works events, Living
Arabic, the Lighthouse project, and the Abundance project.

In 2014, the KHDA commissioned the World Bank (2014b) to study a set
of initiatives related to accountability. Now it has asked the World Bank to study
these four collaborative initiatives with the objective of assessing the extent to
which they have contributed to improvements in the quality of the private educa-
tion sector in Dubai. To evaluate this, the study considers two research questions:

1. How have collaborative initiatives contributed to improvements in
Dubai’s competitive private education sector?

2. In what ways have the collaborative initiatives been successful, and
what can be done to sustain their best practices across the private
education sector?

The study explores these two questions by first defining what collaboration
is and how it applies to the four KHDA-promoted initiatives. Secondly, this
paper explains its research methodology and findings about the KHDA initia-
tives. In the final section, the implications and suggested improvements of the
initiatives are discussed.

ENDNOTES

1 For more information on the KHDA, please see World Bank 2014b, or https://www.khda.gov.ae/en/.
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Definitions and the KHDA Context

What is Collaboration?

Collaboration occurs quite commonly in school contexts. Schools collabo-
rate all the time. There is collaboration between schools when they work together
to hold sports events, debates, and student exchanges. There is also collabora-
tion within schools when students work together in class, teachers gather for
grade-level meetings, or school leadership teams plan sessions. However, for the
purposes of this study, collaboration is defined in more specific terms.

In this study, collaboration refers to a central explicit objective for educa-
tion improvement between or within schools. More specifically, in this study,
collaboration between schools refers to schools working with other schools with
the aim of school improvement, while collaboration within schools typically is
used to describe teachers working with their peers in the interest of improving
teaching and learning.

FIGURE 2
Increase in Students and Schools in Dubai (2011/12-2018/19)
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Why is the KHDA Interested in Collaboration?

The KHDA, in its capacity to oversee the private education sector in Dubai,
has great interest in considering collaboration as a policy issue.

The city state of Dubai is booming and the demand for places in schools
continues to grow with it. School enrolment is expanding, and new schools are
opening. In the last seven school years, there have been more than 80,000 new
students (a 40% increase) and 76 new school openings.

In this context, the KHDA seeks to encourage investors to enter the private
education space, while maintaining quality standards. In its first set of initia-
tives to improve the private education sector, the KHDA inspected all schools
through its Dubai Schools Inspection Bureau (DSIB), and made the ratings
public. These initiatives were the focus of the study produced in the 2014
World Bank report (World Bank 2014b). In this second study, the KHDA has
commissioned the World Bank to examine a second set of initiatives, which
focuses on KHDA's policy on collaboration and collaborative practices.

This second study draws on the significant potential that collaboration has
as a policy option, something that the brief review of the literature provided
in this study will make clear. The growing evidence on collaboration, both
between and within schools, is quite robust.



Definitions and the KHDA Context

FIGURE 3

In-school vs. Between-school Collaboration

In-school Collaboration: Between-school Collaboration:
supports peers within a supports the exchange of
school in the exchange of knowledge and ideas between
knowledge and ideas. similar or different schools.

Collaboration can occur
between teachers
from different schools.







What does the
Research Suggest?

Between-school and within-school collaboration are the subjects of
increasing study.

Between-school Collaboration

Collaboration between schools, or ‘school-to-school’ collaboration, is a rela-
tively recent development. It can take many forms; it can be between different
school levels (a primary and secondary school working together); between small
schools; between mainstream and special needs schools; between schools of the
same faith (Islamic schools, for instance); between schools in the same academy
(that is, with the same sponsor, owner, or approach); and, between schools with
differing students or social outcomes (Muijs and others 2011).

In each of these cases, collaboration has been adopted as a mechanism to
promote various, sometimes overlapping objectives in both the public and
private sectors. They may be used (a) for financial motives to promote econ-
omies of scale; (b) to extend the range of provision on offer (for instance,
when two technical and vocational schools with different but complementary
curricula schools join forces to offer a multiplicity of options); (c) to create
‘competitive alliances’ that allow sets of schools to position themselves more
forcefully in a market; (d) in the interest of promoting more equitable social
outcomes, as when schools with different ethnic compositions collaborate to
promote both diversity and inclusion; and (e) in the pursuit of school improve-
ment (whether school management processes and/or student outcomes), when
high- and low-achieving schools are matched together (see box 1).

Several reviews have demonstrated the impact of effective collaboration
(Atkinson and others 2007; Chapman and others 2011; Chapman and Muijs
2013; Chapman and Muijs 2014). The literature so far presents an optimistic
view of school-to-school collaboration as a means to improve the performance
of low-performing schools, if the collaboration is structured meaningfully.
However, there needs to be further empirical research conducted on the various
forms of school-to-school collaborations, to assess their comparative effective-
ness (Armstrong 2015).

Despite these benefits, there are a number of challenges schools may face.
Before collaborating, schools need to achieve enough common ground to over-

Collaboration
Objectives

1
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come challenges such as differences in management priorities, management
style, and even changing parents’ bias against low-performing schools (Liu
2018). The low-performing school may also try to replicate the high-performing
school, without understanding conditions that led to its success (Chapman and
Muijs 2013). It is policy-borrowing without policy-learning (Steiner-Khamsi
2006). Additionally, collaboration can create a culture of dependency for
the low-performing schools (Harris and Chapman 2004). Regarding high-
performing schools, there can be a capacity issue, where teachers and admin-
istrative staff are overwhelmed by additional time commitments (Allen 2007).

The research evidence suggests that there are several conditions under which
school-to-school collaboration is more effective. Collaboration requires clearly
defined, measurable and attainable goals that can be evaluated throughout the

The Shanghai public school system has demonstrated outstanding academic results
internationally, as seen in the OECD’s Programme for International Assessment (PISA)
scores. One of its key strategies lies in establishing empowered-management projects, in
which collaboration between a high-performing and a low-performing school takes place.

In these situations, authorities contract a high-performing school to help in improving
the performance of a low-performing school for a two-year period. Before engaging in the
partnership, the principal of the high-performing school evaluates whether his or her staff
has the necessary skills to improve areas that the low-performing school needs to address
and whether it can do so without compromising its own performance. Once the two
schools are matched, contractual agreements are established between both institutions,
stipulating the timeline, costs, and evaluation mechanisms. The high-performing school
first develops a strategic plan that assesses the initial situation and delineates steps toward
achieving the performance targets established in the contract. While the high-performing
school takes the lead in developing this plan, teachers from the low-performing school
have to be on board with the strategic framework. Throughout the two-year contract,
a municipality-assembled team conducts extensive monitoring and evaluation at the
midpoint and end of the contract. The high-performing school is only paid if the set
targets were met and the strategic plan has been successfully implemented.

The high-performing school is given complete authority to run the low-performing
school. The school principal from the high-performing school spends considerable time
in the low-performing school and moves staff members between the two institutions as
needed. And it is common to have two or three senior teachers from the high-performing
school permanently stationed at the low-performing schools.

While there is no quantitative data that demonstrates a direct link between school
collaboration and improvement in the academic performance of students from the
low-performing school, such collaboration programs are believed to be successful and

have been expanded across China.
Source: Jensen and Farmer (2013)
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period of collaboration. The collaboration should be divided into different
stages, with the final stage ensuring that the low-performing school can operate
independently (Mujis, 2015; West, 2010). Pairing schools with similar socio-
economic backgrounds allows schools to establish common ground that fosters
better connections between parties (Allen, 2007). School collaborations that are
initiated by school administrations are more resilient to competition (Haynes
and Lynch, 2013). For collaboration to flourish, there should be effective lead-
ership that allows all parties to take ownership of their shared work (Rudd and
others, 2004; Muijs and others, 2011).

Over the last two decades, school-to-school collaboration has been lever-
aged in school systems as diverse as Canada, China, Singapore, Sweden, the
UK, and the US. These collaborations have generally been between schools in
the same school system (with the same curriculum, school organization, and so
on). There have been a few exceptions. For example, the mathematics exchange
program between the Departments of Education in the UK and Shanghai
has been extended to 2020. This a flagship program for both governments; it
has attracted considerable attention in both countries and around the world,
showing how much teachers can and want to learn from other cultures when
they are given the opportunities to do so (Boylan and others 2019).

Similarly, the kinds of collaboration promoted in Dubai are interesting
precisely because they are often between schools in very different systems —
remember Dubai has over 200 private schools following 17 different systems.
This reflects a context in which collaboration might seem challenging, yet also
where there is a remarkable opportunity to work across national and school
cultures, and different ethnic and socioeconomic groups.

In-school Collaboration

The term ‘in-school’ collaboration refers to initiatives between school-level
actors, usually teachers with teachers, within schools. Even if the central focus of
this study is between-school collaboration, in-school collaboration is also impli-
cated because there are clearly parallels between the two. For instance, while
Dubai’s What Works events are instances of collaboration across schools, they
act at the level of the teacher — that is, teachers sharing with other teachers.

In-school collaboration has been studied extensively,' but a few comments
are warranted here nevertheless. In its simplest form, it is a situation where two
teachers work together in school to learn together.? Very often, this can be an
open discussion between peers about what has worked, what has not, and what
needs to be improved, whether in relation to a lesson, a lesson plan, managing
a class, assessment, or whatever may be at hand. As such, these situations can
be a productive means of lifting the burden of improvement from the shoulders
of unsupported individual teachers and enabling them to tap into the collective
knowledge and experience of a broader group of practitioners (Schnellert and
Butler 2014). Additionally, this work can allow teachers to more fully under-
stand their students’ performance by comparing them with similar students
who are taught the same subjects and given the same assessments by their
colleagues (Hallman and others 2015). When teachers share insights, effective
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instructional strategies, and expertise in general, a shared, collective sense of
professional advancement takes place (Little 2003).

It is with this aim — of driving change in teacher practices from the ground
up, and in so doing, making schools professional learning institutions — that
these initiatives have often been promoted. Moreover, it is this principle that
underlies professional learning communities, communities of practice, or
learning networks.

Research has established the positive impact of such practice on teacher and
student outcomes (Ning and others 2015). For example, there is evidence of
a program linking high-performing teachers to lower-performing teachers that
has demonstrated improved student outcomes (Sun and others 2013; Papay
and others 2016). Research has also found that where better quality collabo-
ration was reported by teachers, higher average mathematics and reading gains
took place. In addition, there is evidence that teachers who reported better
quality collaboration were more effective in their classrooms and improved
at faster rates when working in schools with stronger collaborative practices
(Ronfeldt and others 2015). Good quality collaborative practice in schools can,
in short, be an important avenue for professional development for teachers,
which translates into student learning gains.

And, finally, it should not be forgotten that collaboration is a comparatively
inexpensive policy option.

Another Way of Looking at it: Social and Network Capital

The KHDA has encouraged several forms of collaborative practice between
schools. While ‘collaboration’ between these actors is quite clearly the key char-
acteristic of these initiatives, the details differ considerably. Another way to look
at this is to see collaboration as strengthening several kinds of capital — human,

FIGURE 4
Professional Capital is the Addition of Three Capitals
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social, professional, and network capital. These concepts of “capital” may have
been in use for some time, but in the field of education they were brought to some
prominence by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012). More specifically, research indi-
cates that professional capital is a product of human, social and decisional capital.

Human capital is the accumulation of a teacher’s skills and expertise, both
formal, informal, tacit and explicit.> Moreover, social capital refers to the rich-
ness of the interactive working environment in schools. When teachers work
together, when they have opportunities to interact with, learn from, and be
supported by peers, they benefit from a significant form of socially-enabled
knowledge transfer (Leana 2011; see box). Building social capital among
teachers, but also between administrators, parents and students can lead to
higher educational achievement. In turn, having strong human capital and
social capital enhances the third type of capital — decisional capital. This capital
represents the ability to make informed decisions in circumstances where there
is no concrete rule to guide one’s action.

When teachers need help with their work, they turn to a support network
that may include online resources, colleagues, the school’s administration,
or teachers in other schools. This network can be as informal and formal.
The resources made available through these ties represent a form of capital
referred to as ‘network capital’. Research on network capital seeks to under-
stand whether the strength of these networks comes from the composition of
the members of the network, the individual and aggregated characteristics of
those members, the nature of the ties involved, or the structure of the network
(formal, informal, loose, dense). In all cases, this network capital is understood
to be a strong determinant in how well a teacher is supported professionally,
and consequently, how effective the teacher is (Wellman and Frank 2001).

A study based on a sample of 130 elementary schools in New York
City found that while schools with high social capital showed positive
achievement outcomes, those with strong social and human capital
together did even better. More strikingly, teachers with low human capital
who happened to be working in a school with higher social capital got
better outcomes than those in schools with lower social capital. In other
words, just being part of a school in which others are working effectively
influences teachers to engage in positive achievement outcomes.

Source: Leana (2011)

ENDNOTES

1 For an extensive meta-analysis of evidence on in-school collaboration, see Vangrieken and

others (2015).

2 Collaborative learning draws on social constructivism learning theories and group or social
cognition (Salomon and Perkins 1998), and it emphasizes that knowledge is co-constructed
through social interaction.

3 It represents, when referring specifically to teachers, their knowledge, competence, and profes-
sional understanding gained through education, training and working experience. It may also
include intangible qualities such as passion, empathy, and commitment to one’s students.






Collaborative Initiatives
Promoted by the KHDA

The KHDA first focused on school inspections as a quality improvement
and accountability mechanism for each school, an approach studied in the
first World Bank study (World Bank, 2014b). In a further and complementary
move, it has focused on collaboration as a way to enable schools to share best
practice and learn from each other. It has promoted four collaborative initia-
tives to do this: the Whar Works and Living Arabic events, and the Lighthouse
and Abundance projects.

FIGURE 5

The Four Collaborative Initiatives
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What Works

The What Works events were launched in 2012 to bring private schools
together to share their best practices. These events bring educators and educa-
tion professionals together to share and reflect on their work, and to provide
guidance and support to each other through structured workshops. These
events emphasize the positive: run &y schools for schools with support from the
KHDA, they are based on the principle of appreciative shared inquiry.

Living Arabic

Living Arabic derives from What Works. It provides similar events as What
Works, but ones specifically related to promoting the Arabic language by and
for Arabic-language teachers.

Lighthouse

‘The Lighthouse project arose as a pilot project from What Works. It is designed
to encourage collaboration and networking between principals. In its first year,
2015-2016, principals were organized into groups of 10 with attention paid to
having representation of diversity across curricula and fee levels. Each principal
group examined a country that had made progress in international assessments
(in TIMSS, PIRLS or PISA).! They then provided a report to the broader group
about how each country had improved its academic performance. The intention
was to learn from what other countries had done, and what could be applicable
to Dubai. In its second year, 20162017, Lighthouse groups conducted research
on 10 key characteristics of positive education. This second year’s project was
designed to facilitate discussion among the principals around a common theme
and to establish personal connections of trust and shared interests.

Abundance

The Abundance project was developed with the aim of offering schools that
rated either as ‘Outstanding’ or “Very Good’ the opportunity to share their
knowledge and best practices with other schools in Dubai. While this project
was administered just for the school year 2017-2018, it has been a good oppor-
tunity for successful schools to share what they do and #he way they do it with
other schools that they would normally not encounter. Twenty-nine schools in
Dubai holding the top two ratings were invited to participate in the project.
The program sought to address a wide range of topics, but the most common
among them was teaching, middle and senior leadership, and assessment. In
exchange for their participation, the top-rated schools were given the choice to
forego their annual inspection that academic year.
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ENDNOTES

1 TIMSS stands for Trends in Mathematics and Science Study; PIRLS stands for Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (see www.iea.nl); PISA stands for Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (www.oecd.org/pisa)






Study Approach

Theory of Change

By promoting collaboration between schools in Dubai, the KHDA
is looking to develop network capital. In turn, this increase of capital
promotes knowledge transfer across schools and between teachers.
Collaboration provides both ideas and a mechanism for schools and
teachers to improve school management, teaching and learning, and

overall school quality.

FIGURE 6
Network Capital
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1t should not be
forgotten that
collaboration is
a comparatively
inexpensive

policy option.

Research Methodology

To investigate whether this theory of change holds in Dubai, this study
applies a mixed methods approach.

The study began with a desk review of the literature on collaboration, which
helped to identify how collaboration functions as a school improvement mech-
anism. This led to the design of two sets of questionnaires. The first set was sent
to all schools and was intended to gauge the extent to which collaboration plays
a part in the typical life of a school without the encouragement of the KHDA.
The second set of questionnaires was addressed to those schools identified by
the KHDA that had actively participated in KHDA-promoted collaborations.
The questionnaires were in both English and Arabic, and sent via online to
teachers, school heads, and others associated with school. The questionnaires
included a range of questions including closed (‘yes/no’), Likert-scale, and
open-ended formats to explore Dubai schools’ opinion and use of collabora-
tion. The brief literature reviews found in this study reflect the findings from
these questionnaires.

With assistance from the KHDA counterpart team on the ground, a team
from the World Bank (that included an Arabic-speaker) visited 16 schools in
Dubai over the course of two weeks. This interview sample included schools at
the primary, middle, and high school level, of various curricula (Indian, US,
English, and so forth), at very different price-points in terms of fees, and with
various ratings (Outstanding, Good, and so on). The focus-group interviews were
usually held with school heads and with teachers (usually seen in groups). This
was an intentional sample that fairly represents the school network in Dubai.!
After the responses to these questionnaires were coded and compiled, they were
then analyzed for correlations and trends. Our findings reveal the following
limitations of the study.

Limitations

This study is limited by several factors. The sample of focus-groups from
participating schools was small; only 16 were interviewed. Moreover, some of
the collaborative initiatives had only recently been implemented. The Abundance
project had been running for only one school year, while the Lighthouse project
had been in effect for two to three years. Living Arabic had been running for
two years, while What Works had been in place for five years. Had these initia-
tives been running longer, it might have been possible to identify more factors
that influenced effective collaboration. Nevertheless, the findings of the study
are instructive.
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ENDNOTES

1 However, it cannot be considered fully acceptable in terms of random sampling and the find-
ings in terms of statistical significance.






To what Extent do Schools
Collaborate (without the KHDA)?

In this section, the study provides findings from an online survey of
16 schools. The survey was sent to approximately 170 schools. In the
survey, teachers and school leaders were asked to describe the ways
in which they typically collaborated. The questions were designed to
gauge the extent to which collaboration played a role in their schools
on a daily basis, without the encouragement of the KHDA.

The World Bank collected surveys in Arabic and English from 331 teachers
and 39 school leaders across Dubai to assess the degree to which collabora-
tion takes place in and between schools. Among school leaders, 35 out of the
38 respondents agreed that collaboration plays a role in teaching improve-
ment. However, teachers utilize in-school collaboration more frequently than
resources outside their institutions. For example, less than 3 percent of teachers,
8 out of the 331 teacher respondents, stated that, when they need help with
activities at work, such as developing teaching materials, they turn to a teacher
from another school; whereas, more than 40 percent of the teachers indicated
that they seek assistance from a fellow teacher or a formal mentor in the school.

In-school collaboration appears to be commonly practiced in the insti-
tutions surveyed. Over 90 percent of teachers agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement that they frequently discuss teaching practices with other fellow
colleagues. Moreover, 87 percent of teachers noted that their schools hold
scheduled meetings for them to exchange ideas and experiences on teaching.
Despite the fact that over 60 percent of participants noted differences in
teaching methods among teachers in the same schools, current working envi-
ronments appear to be conducive to collaboration within schools. Almost 33
percent of the participants agreed that most teachers in their schools find it
easy to share their professional opinions with each other. Additionally, over 50
percent stated that most teachers consider their colleagues to be close friends
and that most teachers go out of their way to help their colleagues.

In-school collaboration takes various forms. For example, when asked to
designate a score on a scale from 0 to 100 indicating how often teachers work
together, the results were the following: collaboration for development of lesson
plans received a score of 75 (out of 100); dealing with a difficult student in school
received a 74; and performing administrative tasks such as maintaining atten-
dance records received a 71. In addition to assessing the extent to which in-school

25
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FIGURE 7
Findings from Online Survey on Teachers’ Preferences for Support
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collaboration takes place, the results also highlighted the conviction that these
initiatives improve teaching. Over 85 percent of teachers and school leaders
find collaboration with other teachers to be helpful for preparing lesson plans,
TCaCherS providing a source of moral support, dealing with poor performing students,

>85%

agreed that
collaboration is
helpful or very
helpful regarding
teaching difficult

topics, learning new
methods, dealing
with poor performing
students, providing
moral support, and
preparing lesson plans

learning new teaching methods, and overcoming teaching difficult topics.

While schools also engage in between-school collaboration, these initiatives
are either predominantly within their school networks or organized by private
organizations. For example, almost 50 percent of the teachers noted that their
schools provide access to a network of teachers/mentors in the same school
network. More than 50 percent of teachers indicated availability of sponsor-
ships to training opportunities, conferences, and teaching courses from private
organizations. However, less than 15 percent of the participants indicated that
their institutions offer engagements or exchanges with other schools in Dubai.
The results of the school leaders” survey reaffirmed the low engagement of
between-school initiatives. Only 21 percent of teachers said that they provide
resources for teachers from other schools to help them improve their teaching.

When teachers collaborate outside their institutions, they tend to bring back
and share the acquired skills and knowledge. Over 90 percent of the participants
either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they share with other
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teachers the resources they receive from professional organizations, friends and
other sources. This could mean that outside school resources can strengthen
within school collaboration if there exists an environment that encourages such
collaborative initiatives. Moreover, when asked what kind of collaboration they
want to have in the future approximately 60 percent of teachers expressed their
interest in networking with peers from other schools.

Despite the willingness among teachers and school leaders, several chal-
lenges impede between-school collaborations. For example, 87 percent of
teachers, and 86 percent of school leaders agreed that lack of time represents
a challenge to engaging in collaborative initiatives. Additionally, 33 percent
of school leaders believe that teachers do not know how to get in touch with
other teachers outside of their institutions. Finally, preference for indepen-
dent work on certain types of activities could account for the low engagement.
When asked to identify the biggest challenge in collaboration, 33 percent of
teachers said that most teachers prefer to work independently. Likewise, on a
scale from 0 to 100, preference to work independently received a score of 63
from participating teachers.

Teachers utilize the KHDA’s platforms less frequently compared to other
between-school initiatives provided by private organizations and school
networks. When asked if the school provided access to other resources
outside of the school, nine percent of teachers indicated participation in
KHDA events. Furthermore, among all KHDA initiatives, What Works
events were the most attended, according to 33 percent of surveyed teachers.
Fifty-six percent of the surveyed teachers stated that they have individu-
ally, or as part of their school, participated in any of the KHDA events.
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To what Extent do the
Four KHDA Initiatives
Encourage Collaboration?

This section provides the findings of focus-group interviews with
school leaders and teachers in Dubai on their participation in the four
collaborative initiatives promoted by the KHDA. These findings are
presented together with thoughts and recommendations.

What Works

The What Works events, in place since 2012, bring educators from all over
Dubai together to participate in presentations and workshops developed by
other educators. It is now well-established and well-attended.

A recent study of the event (Jaafar 2017), drawing on the responses of more
than 800 educators, demonstrates how it influences the beliefs and practices of
education practitioners and leaders in schools. What Works events support and
promote better focus, relationships, collaboration, and leadership in schools
and the education community in Dubai, all of which are key concepts asso-
ciated with effective learning networks. Shared focus was one of the strongest
enablers at play with respondents finding that the issues treated at the event
were often priorities for many Dubai schools, ones that they could then work
on in their classroom on return to their schools. Teaching practices in schools
improved because of the high quality of the sessions and the networking support
arising from the event. It helped foster relational trust between educators. The
study also demonstrated that educators in the city look beyond narrow views
of competition to act in the interest of students and the community, revealing
that collaboration has an important place in furthering school improvement
and promoting greater system-wide achievement in Dubai.

Those interviewed by the World Bank at the November 2018 What Works
event and in the focus groups and the comments from the online survey echoed
these findings. Many respondents mentioned there was direct impact from
exposure to new ideas and new ways of doing things, exchange and knowl-
edge sharing, and from new professional contacts. Many reported taking new
ideas back to school, sharing them, and trying them in class, though sometimes
with mixed results. Many reported re-contacting those they had met or joining
learning circles. That said, two concerns were repeated by several respondents: a
few felt that the event was too ambitious, trying to do too much, while others
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found that the presenters in the workshop had too great a spread of abilities.
These concerns seemed to be the flip sides of the same coin: Whar Works events
seemed to need more targeting of subject matter to its audiences.

Nevertheless, there are two other positive aspects of the Whar Works events
requiring underlining. Almost all respondents interviewed mentioned how
positive the experience had been and how enthusiastic they were when partic-
ipating. This enthusiasm should not be underestimated.! Participants appreci-
ated having time to be able to step back and consider their teaching. The job of
an educator is a very busy one that may include tasks that are both important
and menial in the same day. There is little time for any reflection.? The Whar
Works event provides this time for reflection — to think outside the box — and
to do so with like-minded peers. This is an asset that deserves to be explored. As
one participant mentioned, “I feel my batteries have been charged. I am excited
about teaching again.”

What this suggests, in short, is that participation in these networking oppor-
tunities led to changes not only in participants’ knowledge (often in pedagogy
and pedagogical content knowledge), but also their attitudes, both of which
could potentially impact their practice.

To further improve What Works, Dubai could use the diversity across its
schools — some stronger, some weaker, some rich in resources, some less
so. In order for all participating teachers — and so all schools — to profit
from the event, that is, be able to apply what they learned at the events in
their school, adding a “how-to” section would be beneficial to any workshop.
When a presentation is given (usually by a teacher from a school in Dubai),
the presenter might include a session or panel on ways to adapt that lesson
to different schools, learners, and scenarios. As one person put it, “These are
50-minute TED talks. Wouldn't it be better to have workshops where people
can get their hands dirty?”

To illustrate, consider a lesson on ‘Innovation in the classroom,” which
was one of the very well-attended workshops in the November 2018 Whar
Works event. The speaker explained how he introduced this in his classroom
through a sequence of lessons beginning with a presentation on the concept of
‘design-thinking’. To do this, he used a visual pathway of octagon-shaped steps
displayed on the whiteboard, which reflected how design-thinking advances in
a progressive, yet iterative manner. He then went on to explain how he used this
approach with his scudents to address a particular design challenge, for instance
a mobile vacuum. He would lead students through the process of proposing
solutions, testing hypotheses, and then reframing the question until a suitable
idea had been identified. Only then would the students begin to create working
solutions, which were, in this case, robots.

Now it should be clear that not all schools in Dubai can afford robotics.
However, there were many principles from this presentation that could easily
be applied to all schools. The presenter could have given three steps. Step One:
how to introduce the concept of design-thinking using the ‘octagon pathway’.
This could be done in any school. Step Two: apply the concept to an every-day
problem, which could also be done in any school. Step Three: have participants
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suggest solutions in line with that thinking and, depending on the resources at
hand in their school, develop solutions.?

Such a ‘how-to’ section added to any presentation would help teachers
adapt the great ideas in the Whatr Works events to their school context, to the
resources available, and to the unique needs of their students. It would provide
teachers with an opportunity to discuss the challenges that need to be overcome
to successfully implement this idea in their school.

Living Arabic

A spin-off of the What Works event, the aim of Living Arabic is to be a day
of learning, exchange, and celebration for Arabic teachers in Dubai. “We want
to be a community resource, but also a catalyst for change.” Arabic teachers are
often poorly paid, and the profession can suffer from low esteem. The Living
Arabic event looks to combat this, to improve the status of teachers. It is, as one
spokesperson explained, a question of changing minds and mindsets. “Arabic is
a beautiful language. Let’s start with that realization and show others.” This idea
drives the event, that change takes time but with patience comes change. There
is a ripple effect. Three years ago, no school offered to host the event; now,
16 schools offered to host the November 2018 event.

When asked for their thoughts, many respondents put the emphasis on
what they learned at the event and what they could apply back at their school.
It was with obvious enthusiasm that one teacher took out lessons plans he'd
prepared after attending an inspiring presentation at the last event. “Living
Arabic is very beneficial, and the benefit grows every year.”

For attendees at the event, Living Arabic comes across as a more personal
form of the What Works event tailored to their needs. Where What Works is an
“exhibition with a Big Bang”, Living Arabic is a dedicated platform that teachers
identify with because it is practical, useful, and inspiring. There is a palpable
sense of shared focus and community. “It is exciting in its own way because it is
so relevant”. This is an important lesson from the Living Arabic event: how can
What Works become as relevant for all teachers?

An interesting angle on the success of Living Arabic comes from an anal-
ysis by Miyake and Kirschner (2014) of team learning. They suggest that four
complementary factors have a positive effect on the occurrence of learning in
teams: task cobesion — a shared commitment toward the task at hand; interde-
pendence, the belief that team members need each other; psychological safety, the
belief that team members will not be rejected for bringing in new ideas; and,
team potency, that the team can use new information to generate useful results.
If Living Arabic is successful today, it is because the collaboration that takes
place resembles successful team learning that has achieved the happy union of
these four factors.

There is one important challenge for the Living Arabic community: to
expand the reach of the event to as many teachers as possible. The organizers
speak of a ‘ripple effect— that the excitement will spread itself — but could
this not be accelerated? There are many deserving teachers that need to join in.
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Abundance

The Abundance project aimed to encourage high-performing schools to
support the improvement of low-performing ones. When interviewed, the
immediate and overwhelming consensus from schools was that they were
delighted to participate in the program. As a part of the Dubai school commu-
nity, they wanted to help a neighboring school.* Even though this was meant
to be collaboration (which suggested ‘partnership’, ‘mutual effort’, a ‘two-way’
or reciprocal relationship to respondents), many recognized that the high-
performing schools would be doing much more than the low-performing ones.
Some schools could not provide much in return, at least not immediately. Also,
one or two low-performing schools mentioned it was difficult to find high-
performing schools willing to collaborate and/or collaborate regularly. That
said, there were at least two commentators who made clear that even weak
schools have good practices and have good ideas to share. At any rate, high-
performing schools wished to help out of a sense of civic engagement and, as
some school leaders explained, the challenge of helping turn around a weak
school provided opportunities for professional development for the school lead-
ership teams.

Several challenges were identified for this project. The first, mentioned by
some respondents, was that there were no ground rules. The KHDA designed an
open-ended project; they simply asked the better rated schools to work with less
well-rated schools. While KHDA’s intention was to encourage deeper connec-
tions and promote innovation in sharing practices, without clear guidelines and
objectives, some schools were unclear how to make their collaboration successful.

In general, the school leadership teams of the high- and low-performing
schools began by discussing how they could work together and what they could
work on. Areas of improvement were agreed upon. Depending on the school,
this centered on school management, teaching and learning, and in some cases
on very specific topics like introducing information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT) into the classroom. Interestingly, few participants focused on the
weaker schools’ DSIB school rating in their comments, which might serve as a
starting point in discussions between school teams about school improvement.

In terms of how they worked together, one school team spoke convincingly
of using a step-by-step approach: they helped to put into place a culture of
learning in the classroom (focusing on classroom behavior), then developing
appropriate lesson plans, modelling those lessons for the teachers with whom
they worked, and coaching them. There was a strong sense of collaboration,
a sharing of ideas, though at the same time the teachers needed to learn to
contextualize these measures themselves.

Some schools found it difficult to work together. Some schools found
that the low-performing school had too many areas requiring change. Some
mentioned that the work agreed upon and carried out in that school ‘did
not stick’ because the necessary capacity to absorb or adapt the measure was
missing. Others mentioned serious contextual issues such as significant annual
staff turnover of up to 30—40 percent which precluded reform from taking root.
Others mentioned that there was not enough time (the Abundance project lasted
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just one school year). Others suggested that there was not enough account-
ability; weaker schools did not have to comply with the changes. Impact was
not measured.

Despite the obvious differences between schools, in terms of curricula,
price-range, level, culture, socioeconomic background of teachers and students,
no comment was ever made that these differences impeded the collaboration.
Rather, the differences were appreciated for its representation of Dubai’s diversity.

When asked whether they would continue, some schools did not hesitate,
and responded ‘Absolutely!” Others made several interesting suggestions. While
they felt it had been a very positive experience, they could not (or their school
board would not) allow it to continue. It was simply too time-consuming. “We
do not have enough band-width.” Other commitments had to be taken care
of — for example, compliance with the Dubai teacher licensing demands, for
example, that were taking place at that time.’ Interestingly, one primary school,
a less well-rated school that had benefited from the help of a stronger school,
reiterated this point. They mentioned that they had been collaborating with
schools in their own network but had to stop because they had to take care of
too many other Dubai or federal compliance issues.

One school commented that their commitment to help the weaker school
had been costly in terms of time, human resources, and energy. They were pleased
to have helped but they would have liked to see the weaker school contribute
more. Another school commented that the conditions of the Abundance project
— getting a pass on inspection alone (just three days) in exchange for the support
to a weaker school — was not enough, because they were still expected to do the
self-evaluation process, which remained a lengthy, time-consuming process.

Possibly the most radical approach taken in the Abundance project was when
a stronger school realized that to help a weaker school would require more than
collaboration. The school leadership team in question believed that to make the
changes they felt were essential in the weaker school, they could not collaborate
but would instead have to take it over, or as they put it, ‘adopt the school’. There
was no other choice. “When we help, we really mean to help... this won't be
a ‘band-aid’ job.” Many significant and sometimes difficult measures needed
to be taken to begin the improvement process (see box 3). The weaker school
could not be left to do this. Based on a preliminary gap analysis, the stronger
school team asked that the owner of the weaker school sign a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) giving them the authority to make these changes. This
was a one-sided affair, they admitted, which is why the term ‘collaboration’ did
not apply in their mind. Once the MOU was signed, the stronger school moved
to have the weaker school’s leadership team removed as well as 20 percent of

the staff changed.

Though radical, this approach overcame a fundamental problem observed in
the Abundance project: it permitted difficult changes to be made in the knowledge
that they would remain in place. Today the weaker school is on a path toward
improvement. In other cases, the changes proposed by higher performing schools
were not imposed and did not remain in place. Some of these lower performing
schools, to the frustration of many, did not improve convincingly.®
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To turn a weak school around so that it might begin to improve,
Washington DC Public School Board has set up a ‘School Design and
Continuous Improvement’ unit that helps schools to put into place a
three-step turnaround approach. First, a strong school leader is named to
the school who in a first step will begin to develop a team of teachers. In
a second step, a positive school environment is cultivated: students learn
that their behavior and attitude in school is a prerequisite to success.
Thirdly, the school leadership and teaching staff focus on teaching and
learning, drawing on assessments to get a clear picture of what students
really know and how they can improve, and calling on the central office
of DC Public Schools to provide teachers with the support they need.

Source: https://dcps.dc.gov/biography/gene-pinkard

While universally applauded, the Abundance project suffered from a certain
misalignment between ambition and realism. It was not always clear which
reform measures high-performing schools could suggest and which would
be successful given the time, capacity and resources available.” Participants
mentioned there was an issue of fit and context. One school suggested that
there was a work of ‘translation’ needed — perhaps on the part of the inspectors
to help with this — as what would work in one school may not work in another
because it is not ready for that kind of intervention.

Research suggests that successful collaborations depend on similarities
between schools. That is, school systems on similar improvement journeys often
implement similar sets of interventions to move from one particular perfor-
mance level to the next, irrespective of culture, geography, politics, or history
(Mourshed and others 2010). For instance, the reform efforts undertaken by
Madhya Pradesh in India, Minas Gerais in Brazil, and the Western Cape in
South Africa reveal striking similarities as each of the three systems seek to prog-
ress from, in this case, poor to fair performance. Similarly, a set of interventions
exists for each improvement journey, whether poor to fair, fair to good, good to
great, and great to excellent.

Although this approach refers to school systems, we believe it could be
applied to individual schools, as well. If so, it would have several implications
for school improvement in Dubai. First, identifying which interventions are
needed to move a school from a lower to higher rating might be a priority.
Perhaps this could be the work of future Lighthouse project groups working
in conjunction with the DSIB. Once identified, this framework which would
include sets of interventions arranged by level and/or curriculum could be the
basis on which the Abundance project could be retried in the future. Stronger
schools would help weaker schools to put into place those interventions most
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likely to succeed for the school at its particular level. Perhaps the DSIB could
contribute to this collaboration and keep each school’s improvement path in
mind at every inspection. Another possibility is that schools might be matched
differently. Perhaps a weak school could be paired with a school like it, one
that has already begun and progressed on the same improvement path that the
weak school is about to take. One school was very pleased that an inspector
paired it to a school that was more or less at its level, though a little better. As
one interviewee aptly put it, “Coaching is needed. A coach takes you from your
level to the next.”

In connection with this, a final suggestion stems from participants’
comments about lack of time and resources for the Abundance project. Although
convinced of the value of the initiative, many school leaders who participated
mentioned that they had neither the time nor resources needed to sustain an
effective long-term contribution to the school improvement of weaker schools.
One way to overcome this might be to create a network of Abundance Schools,
with each school offering one specialty in school improvement. So, for instance,
a school already recognized for its expertise in the field, could offer a module
on integrating IT in learning. Another school would offer a module on school
management. And so on. In this scenario, when a school improvement plan is
developed for a weaker school, by the Lighthouse taskforce in conjunction with
the DSIB perhaps, it could include training modules that would be offered by
this network of Abundance Schools. In this way, these schools could contribute
to this initiative but, provided their participation is well organized, would not
be overwhelmed by it.

Lighthouse

In the Lighthouse project, heads of schools from high- and low-performing
schools met to research school improvement. In the first round of the initiative,
the participants studied the results of countries that had participated in interna-
tional assessments, such as PISA, to see whether the successful approaches used
by those countries could be adopted in their school in Dubai or not.

Once again, many of the participants who were interviewed responded
favorably to being involved. They were pleased to participate, pleased not only
to meet and work with other principals in Dubai, out of a sense of ‘good-
neighborliness,” as one put it, but pleased to contribute and to offer their help,
guidance, expertise to others. The exchange and free flow of very different
points of view was rich, interesting and rewarding.

That said, two respondents did comment that, after the initial meetings,
they found this to be an exercise that was too theoretical or too abstract, not
practical enough, nor ‘hands-on enougly, in the sense that they could not see
how these discussions could help weaker school leaders put into place practical
measures to help them. Some mentioned that they were too busy to attend.

This is an important point: this sort of collaborative initiative seems to be
used if it is found useful. A case in point is the British Schools of Dubai network.
This grew out of an organic need. School leaders in this school network found
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Beijing has recognized the benefits of establishing a network of schools to collaborate and draw
on each other’s expertise and resources, with the purpose to provide quality education to all students.
As such, over the years, local authorities have implemented a number of policies at the district
level, including the 2008 school alliance project. Under this initiative, the authorities partnered
one high-performing school with one low-performing school from the same school district. In the
initial phase, the two schools maintained separate management of the two institutions. Gradually,
both schools moved away from “two principals two schools” to “one principal two schools’ model,
as teachers and administrative staff across the institutions found the new model to be more suitable.
By taking control over the low-performing school, confusion over who ultimately makes adminis-
trative decisions in schools and tensions between the two styles of management were eliminated.

In the later phase, schools shared their facilities, course schedules, evaluation standards, and
admissions procedures. The schools made no distinction among students based on their original
affiliation. This model of collaboration led to several benefits including teachers working together
to share their expertise in teaching and class management. Additionally, the enrolment rate in the
low-performing school increased as parents were aware of the availability of new resources and
access to teachers from high-performing schools.

However, the school management still encountered a number of challenges. The two schools
had different priorities, as they served two different student population: one focused on preparing
for exams; while the other school focused on discipline and value of education. In addition to
different management styles, there was also a lack of incentives and salary gap. Finally, parents
from the high-performing school exhibited bias against the low-performing school and were
dissatisfied with this partnership. Both the benefits and challenges highlight the need to estab-
lish enough consensus among the two schools to cooperate and overcome the above-mentioned

barriers to a successful partnership.
Source: Liu (2018)

they often had the same questions about the evolving private school landscape
in Dubai — questions about compliance, for instance, or the new teacher certi-
fication rules. What started out as a simple meeting to discuss these concerns
grew to become a more formal network with time. Other schools mentioned
they worked within their school network, as well, for similar reasons. As we will
see later in connection with a discussion on teachers” informal and formal chan-
nels of professional development, the question is how to align these ‘naturally
occurring’ networks with the initiatives proposed by the KHDA.

Apart from the idea of associating it with the Abundance project to iden-
tify sets of interventions that could help guide less-effective schools along their
school improvement path, there is another idea that suggests itself. Instead of
studying other countries, perhaps the Lighthouse group could study weak-per-
forming schools in Dubai using DSIB data and propose a set of recommen-
dations for these schools. It is important to note that school improvement is a
slow, steady process, especially for the least effective schools. These schools in
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Dubai need a clear, comprehensive medium-term plan (of three to five years) to
help them improve.® Not having a longer-term strategy for school was, as one
respondent put it, “an opportunity missed”. One suggestion would be that the
DSIB consider developing medium-term school improvement plans for weaker
schools with the help of a Lighthouse taskforce and then involve outstanding
schools as specialists in mentoring these schools. As one respondent suggested,
“Like a struggling teacher, a weak school needs an improvement plan.”

Itis interesting to note that the KHDA’s approach this current academic year
(2018/19) focuses on principal wellbeing and building peer support networks
with and for them. In January 2019, 60 principals participated in a retreat to
focus on measures to support principals — which is particularly important in
a private school setting like Dubai where principals have great independence
but may lack supporting structures that exist in many public-school contexts.

ENDNOTES

1 There is a well-established connection between a teacher’s enthusiasm and effectiveness. See
Patrick and others (2000); Kunter and others (2011); Mahler and others (2018).

2 Reflection is essential for professional development, as the research reveals (see Loughran (2002)
among many others); finding time for reflection is equally important (Butler and others 2004).

3 Other equally complex issues in teaching and learning might be addressed in the same way.
Consider another presentation at the same What Works event in November of 2018 that
discussed introducing the SOLO taxonomy to primary school children. Despite their young
age, the students profited from this taxonomy because it offered them a way to speak about
their own learning. Once again, the presentation could have ended with ‘how-to’ sugges-
tions — how to adopt this idea in schools of varying capacity and resources. Step 1 might
have suggested how to introduce ‘talking about learning’ to students and, without necessarily
presenting the SOLO taxonomy, suggesting useful language to do so. Step 2 might have been
an introduction to the SOLO taxonomy with, perhaps, a lesson plan to do so. And so on.

4 'There was one notable dissenting opinion: “In Dubai, everyone is working in a silo for a rating.
Collaboration is anathema, youd lose trade secrets.”

5 In response to this, a question: Could the KHDA work to better collaborate with the Min-
istries of Education of Dubai and of the UAE so as to streamline their communication with
schools?

6 Indeed, two interviewees mentioned that two weaker schools were so weak in so many respects
that it would be very difficult for them to get better without some radical intervention. These
schools were caught in a low equilibrium trap; and this is why the collaboration had not been
successful.

7 One low-performing school mentioned that when they adopted a set of measures to do with
preschool, members of the Dubai Schools Inspection Bureau (DSIB) who subsequently
inspected them found the measures inappropriate. This suggests two issues: first, whether the
intervention was indeed appropriate — that what worked in a strong school did or did not
have a place in a weaker schooE and second, whether the inspectorate needed to be part of the
project to be in line with what was taking place.

8 Like all schools, for that matter.






Options to Improve
Collaboration

Collaboration depends on the willingness of schools and teachers to
interact. The extent to which teachers will interact professionally depends on
many factors: the culture of the school, their working style, and the expecta-
tions regarding teachers in that school.! In Dubai, teachers collaborate because
they want to, they are asked to, or it is simply expected of them.?

Understanding a teacher’s informal support network and comparing it to
the formal professional support offered by an institution reveals how the two
differ and suggests how they could be better aligned. A recent OECD report
(Schleicher 2018) reveals that teachers report that they exchange and coordi-
nate informally with other teachers much more often on average than they do
through formal professional collaboration such as opportunities to collaborate
that are offered by the institution, including team teaching, classroom observa-
tions, and so on. This is backed up by recent research on formal collaborative
practices among teachers in the USA, which reveals how little it is practiced
formally (Rand 2018b). As one researcher notes, “It is ironic that, with all we
know about the benefits of collaborative, inquiry-based learning for students,
we struggle to create the same rich learning opportunities for teachers” (Schnel-
lert and Butler 2014). This is likely a missed opportunity because, as the OECD

FIGURE 8

Effective Learning is More Likely to Occur when Formal Learning
Opportunities Align with Informal Network

Effective Learning
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report goes on to show, the more frequently teachers engage in different kinds
of collaborative activities, the higher their sense of self-perceived efficacy is.

In line with this, the report Beyond PD: Teacher Professional Learning
in High-Performing Systems (Jensen 2016) looks at how Shanghai, British
Columbia, Singapore, and Hong Kong offer professional learning to their
teachers. These four high-performing systems all score near the top in math-
ematics, reading and science in PISA. Although these systems differ in many
ways, central to them all is collaborative professional learning that has become
part of the daily lives of teachers and school leaders.? In these systems, teachers
engage in collaborative activities such as peer observation, lesson-planning,
team-teaching, and mentoring, which provide them with opportunities to
interact with more experienced and effective colleagues, allows them to exper-
iment with new instructional approaches, and better understand policies and
practices. In turn, all of these can inform their teaching practice.

A clear lesson, then, is that the old model of a single-teacher-in-solo-prac-
tice (Schleicher 2018) needs to evolve toward a new paradigm where teachers
continuously develop their content knowledge and pedagogical skills through
collaborative practice embedded in the daily fabric of their work, whether this
means benefitting from collaboration with colleagues within their own schools
or with others in other schools in Dubai or further afield.

There is a caveat, however. There is a balance to be found in advocating
for more professional instances of collaborative practice. Top-down imposed
initiatives do less well than bottom-up approaches. Teachers become more fully
engaged in their own learning when they choose to participate, engage in activ-
ities consciously, and develop a strong sense of interest in it. When activities are
imposed, there can be the very distinct risk of a lack of ownership on the part
of participants. There are studies that warn of contrived collegiality (Hargreaves
and Dawe 1990) when imposed collaboration becomes merely a polite formality
between colleagues, another obligation asked of them by management (see also
Barrett (2017). At the same time, some guidance from management may be
needed to direct teachers to take part in these activities earnestly, seriously and
profitably. Accountability is needed.’

What are the Conditions for Enhancing
Collaboration in Dubai?

What conditions are needed for good collaboration to take place? Whether
the collaboration is in-school or between-school, between teachers or schools,

there appears to be a set of ground rules for successful collaboration. Ten ques-
tions need to be considered:®

o Is there institutional support for the activity, especially in terms of time
set aside and accommodations made by management?

e Is there a mutual understanding of the aim of the activity?

e Has the current situation been evaluated? What concerns are the
collaboration meant to address?
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*  Have research questions been identified?

¢ What evidence exists, and what further evidence is needed?

*  Have targets been set?

e Are there realistic plans in place to reach targets? Is the plan realizable?
*  What action needs to be taken? What changes need to be made?

*  How can improvements and progress be measured?

e Are all actors in the collaboration held accountable?

Suggestions to Promote Collaboration for Stakeholders

The KHDA

The World Bank’s online survey suggested that 45 percent of teachers inter-
viewed had never participated in a KHDA-promoted collaborative initiative.
Given the benefits, the challenge for the KHDA will be to encourage further
participation in these collaborations. Schools need to appreciate that the formal
and informal collaboration that occurs quite naturally and normally within the
walls of their schools can occur outside those walls as well, where collaborations
are extensive and valuable. The KHDA initiatives must continue to expand that
network of possibilities.

Apart from revisiting and fine-tuning the four collaborative initiatives it
already promotes, the KHDA might hold a Whar Works on “How to Collab-
orate.” A virtual ‘What Works event on “How to collaborate online” could led
to valuable participation. In this way the What Works event could come into
schools virtually and alleviate some time and logistical constraints for schools
unable to find the opportunity to participate in in-person collaborative events.

To facilitate this, KHDA could create and provide a database for all teachers
and schools to collaborate.

The KHDA might also promote collaboration between other stakeholders.
The research suggests that stronger ties between teachers and parents, schools
and communities, and older and younger students also have great benefits.
Having promoted collaboration between school leaders and collaboration
between teachers, the KHDA might continue this push for involvement at
the student level; students are ultimately the most important beneficiaries and
could benefit from student-to-student collaborations such peer tutoring.”

Schools and School Leaders

The online surveys and the in-person focus groups showed that school
leaders would like to see more resources and time allocated to collabora-
tion. School leaders can do much to encourage collaboration by creating and
sustaining learning communities within schools and, in Dubai, across schools
through the KHDA initiatives.

Increase
participation

Hold What Works
event on“How to
Collaborate”

Provide
collaboration
database

Promote
collaboration
between other
stakeholders
(parents, students and
communities)
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Share own
collaboration
case studies
to encourage
participation
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Structures and processes that encourage teachers to co-operate, including pro-
viding time and opportunities for collective apprenticeships, are needed to
Joster collective teacher efficacy. Such activities can include teacher-initiated
research projects, teacher networks, observation of colleagues, and mentoring
or coaching. By supporting the conditions and activities most associated with
effective teacher professional development, policy makers can increase the

likelihood that students are positively affected too. (Schleicher 2018)

In the same way that school leaders can encourage collaboration within
schools, they can help encourage teachers to collaborate across schools. They
can help teachers attend the KHDA events by carving out time in their schedule
and by including KHDA events in the professional development calendar of
their schools. School leaders and heads of department also have a significant
role to play in helping to bring the lessons from these events back into their
school by allocating time to allow participants to share what they learned and
to discuss with their colleagues how they might apply these new ideas in their
classrooms. Formal and informal leadership is critical in reducing the trans-
actional costs associated with collaborative activities. It is also important for
developing accountability measures for that participation.

Educators

Teachers would like to see more coordination between parents and schools,
exchanges with teachers from other schools, and a better reward system for their
collaborative work. Teachers who have not tried collaborating, should recognize
the advantages it holds within and across schools and push to adopt it for their
own professional development growth. That said, they should also appreciate
that collaboration needs to be carried out in a careful, thoughtful way to be
effective. In addition, educators in Dubai could encourage others by providing
case studies in their own voices — what they did, why they did it, what impact
it had, and so on — through social media, for example.

The DSIB

The DSIB can build indicators of professional collaboration, both collabo-
ration within- and between-school into school-inspection processes. The DSIB
could also discuss with schools whether high-performing schools should again
be asked to assist lower performing schools in order to be part of a less frequent
inspection regime. Could a school only be rated outstanding if it collaborates
with a low-performing school? The DSIB could also help to identify appro-
priate school improvement paths for schools and to help them match schools to
accompany them on that improvement journey.
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ENDNOTES

1

Recognizing, however, that this may change with time, school leadership, and evolving group
dynamics.

Interestingly, in the French school system, while a certain liberté professionnelle has always
been recognized allowing teachers to collaborate with peers as they see fit, this trend is fading,
and newer generations of teachers seem to be moving toward working collaboratively for the
benefits this procures.

However, there does not seem to be a clear correlation between collaborative practice and
school effectiveness, as empirical evidence from the OECD’s TALIS survey reveals. Using that
data, Schleicher (2018) constructs an index of teacher professionalism that includes a teacher’s
knowledge, autonomy, and peer network (that s, availability and use of collaborative practice)
by country. Countries that are often cited as high-performing, such as Finland, appear to

have low levels of peer networks, while countries not known for their performance, such as
Malaysia, have very high levels of collaboration.

ICT helps with this through the connectedness it offers, allowing teachers to stay in touch
with other teachers within the same school or other schools easily and instantly. Facebook,
WhatsApp, and other online networks that spring up constantly, as well as all the other

resources that teachers use socially, should not be underestimated for their effectiveness in
creating informal learning communities, as the research suggests (Chen and others 2018).

Another caveat to consider is that given the research evidence on collaboration, a working
hypothesis coming into this study was that collaboration would be observed in high-perform-
ing schools in Dubai and not observed in low-performing ones. But this was not the case, and
it seemed paradoxical at first. When questioned, most schools — well-rated like less well-rated
schools — reported that teacher to teacher collaboration was indeed practiced in their schools
on a regular basis (at least once a week). So why was it not leading to improvements in weaker
schools? Further inquiry revealed that what weaker schools were calling collaboration in
lesson planning maybe did not fit the definition of collaborative exchange used in this study.
New, young, or inexperienced teachers in a subject matter were invited to develop a lesson
plan but this would then be ‘corrected’ by the head of department during what was called a
collaborative meeting. This quality-control was often necessary because there was such a high
turnover of staff in some schools. It was true they were working together. Yet was this ‘vertical’
collaboration as effective as ‘horizontal’ collaboration? Certainly, it is important for heads

of department to check the quality of a lesson plan, which does lead to better lessons, but if
there is more control than exchange, then the development of what researchers call decisional
capital — the ability to take informed decisions when there is no rule — will not easily be
promoted among teachers. In other words, while important, this ‘vertical’ collaboration is to
be distinguished from its ‘horizontal’ counterpart (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012).

These ideas have been adapted from Education Scotland (2015) and Jensen (2016).

There are many benefits to peer-to-peer tutoring. The approach has been repeatedly shown

to improve learning outcomes (Bowman-Perrott and others 2013). This is due, perhaps
unsurprisingly, to the increased attention from the tutor, the frequency of interaction during
the time spent together, and the greater time on task (in comparison to a group lesson). The
program helps younger students to get their homework done, learn their lessons, and build
their self-confidence. Learners of similar and different ages may identify more easily with one
another, and possibly understand each other’s ways of thinking more clearly and with less
stress. Educators are often interested with this approach, too, Eecause this can be a simple
program, embraced by students and the community, that is helpful. And costs very little.
‘There are other benefits, too, that touch on other skills. In the literature, these have been most
recently referred to as 21st Century Skills with one unique subset called Citizenship Skills.
These include such skills as personal and social responsibility, cultural awareness, and local
and global citizenship. Program can create stronger inter-generational and inter-cultural ties
between very different students. In this way, it can encourage tolerance and respect. This may
provide a greater sense of community in the school, as the social fabric is becoming stronger.
Peer tutoring should be encouraged within schools and across schools in Dubai.






Conclusion

There are three broad conclusions to be drawn from this study.

1) Improving quality by harnessing diversity. The unique
contribution of between-school collaboration in Dubai.

If the quality of teaching and learning depends on teacher effectiveness, as
the literature and professional practice would suggest, then a significant issue
in any school improvement process must be teacher improvement. The central
challenge lies in introducing teachers to new, different ways of teaching and
seeing them adopt these successfully to become more effective. Teachers who
have been used to doing things in one way for some time, can learn to do things
differently, but only if given the necessary tools and institutional support. The
difficulty of successfully changing professional practices is well known. The
usual cascade model of training is ill-suited to this task. Teachers need to see
what new ways of teaching look like and then be supported in implementing
these new approaches in their classrooms. There are many ways to do this:
through teacher mentors, coaching, and by establishing professional learning
communities. The whole point of doing so is to enable collaboration between
teachers to occur more frequently and more easily.' Teaching can become more
effective and student achievement increases when teachers join forces to develop
strong professional learning communities in their schools:

10 meet the needs of todays learners, the tradition of artisan teaching in
solo-practice classrooms will have to give way to a school culture in which
teachers continuously develop their content knowledge and pedagogical skills
through collaborative practice that is embedded in the daily fabric of their
work. (Schleicher 2018).

This current study demonstrates how collaboration across different school
systems in Dubai, despite the apparent differences, operates and how it can
potentially improve schools, actors within schools, and student learning
outcomes. It acts as a viable form of school improvement and professional
development. The collaborative initiatives promoted by the KHDA do some-
thing interesting: by encouraging teachers and schools to collaborate, they open
schools to the richness and diversity of the educational landscape around them
and create a greater and richer community of practice.

45
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2) A focus on local solutions and a way to implement them

There is a trend in education reform to look to high-performing systems—
Shanghai, Singapore, and Finland are often cited—for answers. But it is always
important to keep in mind that what works in these high-performing systems
may not always work well in other contexts. Much can be lost in translation when
policy-borrowing does not fit with the context of a given school system (Stein-
er-Khamsi 2006). Instead, initiatives that are successful in local contexts need to
be identified because learning from them represents a realistic way forward for
education reform policy, provided of course they can be adapted and adopted.

An example of this local approach is seen in a World Bank report that
studied schools in Palestine, Learning from Local Practices: Improving Student
Performance in West Bank and Gaza (World Bank 2014a). The aim was to
identify good practices in high-performing schools, their classrooms, and their
teachers in Palestine. By shedding light on the many factors that influence
student learning, the study sought to identify what could be shared with other
schools. What this study would like to suggest is that collaboration might be an
effective mechanism to facilitate this knowledge transfer. It is not enough to iden-
tify good practice, it is also critical to find ways to transfer that knowledge effec-
tively. While schools in Palestine might have read about the great practices of
the schools, or even visited them, they may not have been able to readily adapt
and adopt them to their own context. Would the opportunity to collaborate
with effective schools have helped? We think so — and so does the research.?

3) Extending Accountability through Collaboration

The earlier World Bank study of the KHDA (World Bank, 2014b) consid-
ered how the KHDA had adopted policies to strengthen accountability at the
system level. By inspecting schools and making those school ratings available to
all stakeholders — school owners, school level actors, families, the public —
information-sharing measures encouraged transparency, awareness-raising, as
well as greater accountability.

One of the other benefits of promoting collaborative initiatives in and across
schools, a benefit that is perhaps less apparent, is that it extends accountability
down to the actor level — to teachers and principals. How does this occur?
Educators work to adhere to one or more systems of accountability.® In this
instance, collaboration promotes peer accountability. Many high-performing
systems that promote collaborative practices also observe high peer account-
ability. As teachers work with each other, whether providing feedback on effec-
tive practices or discouraging ineffective ones, the interaction that takes place
is driven to a certain extent by peer pressure. A participant’s respect for and
desire to be in line with colleagues leads to change. It leads to self-improvement.
Implicit in the term ‘collaboration’ is accountability (Jensen 2016). Indeed,
many of the elements are the same:
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Teachers are driven to improve through soft pressure from their peers and
school leaders. For example, although in most districts in British Colum-
bia [Canada] there is no requirement for teachers to participate in inquiry .
groups, teachers are motivated to participate because they do not want to work with each
miss the opportunity to be part of school change, and because of the sys- 0t/]€7} whether

tem-wide culture of high expectations and momentum to improve in British

As teachers

providing

Columbia. Networks across schools and professional learning communities

within schools have established the forms and values that encourage teach- ﬁfedbac/e on
ers to improve and school leaders to prioritize teacher professional learning. €ﬁé ctive pra ctices
(Jensen 2016)

or discouraging
In turn, when schools collaborate with other schools there is a further level

of peer accountability that is called into play. Through the relationships that
form, schools may identify with a larger community of schools, and from  the interaction
participation in that community, also derive a sense of accountability from it. that takes ? Lace

is driven to a

ineffective ones,

Promoting collaborative practice, then, is also a way to promote actor-level
accountability. Why is this important? If the earlier World Bank study focused
on KHDA'’s choice of policy options promoting information for accountability ~ certain extent
to drive change at the sector-level, this present study focuses on collaboration as
another way to promote accountability at the actor-level. Collaboration, then, - s
should not be seen as a new policy stance on the part of the KHDA but rather A participant's
as an evolution of their position on accountability. It represents another way, respect ﬁy and
another policy lever, to introduce accountability into the system in a continuing desi b
quest for improvements in school and sector quality. estre to be

by peer pressure.

in line with
colleagues leads
to change.

In summary, Dubai has a rich and extensive network of schools. Recog-
nizing this as an extraordinary asset, the KHDA has promoted a set of initia-
tives based on the simple idea of collaboration, of working together, to tap into
this enormous potential.

The four collaborative initiatives promoted by the KHDA have been largely
successful. The Living Arabic event has grown to become appreciated as a resource
platform for Arabic teachers in the city that has garnered almost unanimous
support. The well-established Whar Works series of events are also appreciated,
though differently. It is a ‘big ideas’ event that showcases the new, the bright, and
the bold in teaching practices in the city. The newer Abundance and Lighthouse
projects have shown proof of concept as ways to bring school leaders together
to network in the interest of school improvement. All four initiatives could be
improved, as the World Bank findings in this study indicate. Nevertheless, what
these initiatives have led to is perhaps their most important unifying feature: these
collaborative initiatives are encouraging collaborative practice across Dubai. Many
stakeholders are now convinced of the advantages of this and support it both
across schools and within schools.
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ENDNOTES

1 This also reduces the stress in teachers making the profession more collegiate.

2 It may seem that this ‘local solutions’ approach contradicts the ‘improvement journey ap-
proach’ proposed by Mourshed and others (2010) discussed in Section 6 of this report, as the
former seems precise and the latter general. We don’t think so: there is simply a balance to be
found between these two.

3 First and foremost, they are accountable to the rules and regulations of their school system,
which could be called ‘institutional accountability.” Second, if they choose to adhere to the
professional norms of teaching associations or councils, they hold themselves accountable to a
further set of standards, which is called ‘professional accountability.” A third set of account-
ability measures is based upon results. The educator is held accountable for results in terms
of student learning. The Australian National Education Performance Monitoring Task Force
or the Ofsted League Tables in the UK are examples of this. A fourth kind of accountability,
‘market accountability’, induces schools and educators to be responsive to parent and student
preferences. (Anderson 2005).
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