
➠ PROJECT CO-ORDINATORS
Penny Ballagh and Karen Sheppard

OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT

➠ To train participants in Tribes/co-operative learning
strategies, which impact students’ social skills and
academic learning  

➠ To co-train associate teachers and teacher candidates
to determine if practice teaching is enhanced by a
common professional development experience and
common language

Equity, Diversity, Social Justice

THE TRIBES PROJECT (YEAR 2)

Tribes is a process that maximizes learning and human
development through a sequenced approach to co-operative

learning, with particular emphasis on social skill instruction. In Year 1
of this multi-phase project, we started with a single school that had
a diverse multicultural student population. Results from the first year
were extremely positive (Harris, 2003), providing the impetus to
expand the project and raising new questions to explore in Year 2.  

Stages of the Project 
When Woburn Collegiate Institute, an established multicultural
school in the east end of Toronto, heard about the success of the
Year 1 project, they approached us about becoming involved in Year
2, and hence, the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) partnership
was created. The Durham District School Board (DDSB) partnership
was formed with J. Clarke Richardson Collegiate, a new school in
Ajax with an interest in enhancing the learning environment for its
diverse student population.  

Both the TDSB and DDSB have identified Tribes as a professional
development initiative for their secondary teachers, but
acknowledge that 24 hours of training (four days) requires a
considerable commitment of time and resources. With grant funds
covering only one day of release time, partner boards/schools were
invited to sponsor the remaining three days. We were delighted that
both boards took up the challenge, though in differing and inventive
ways. The Woburn Tribes group opted for the eight training
modules to take place over four school days in September and
October, while the Richardson Tribes group chose to start with two
days in August, so there would be fewer teacher release days to
fund. 

With these varying timeframes set, 16 staff from Woburn and 12
staff from Richardson volunteered to participate, representing a wide
range of departments. We sent letters of invitation to prospective
teacher candidates who were in our regionally based secondary
cohorts. A combined total of 67 teacher candidates and

experienced teachers completed the eight modules and received
official certification in Tribes.

Data Collection and Analysis
Evaluation of the co-training experience and the impact on
classroom practice was conducted at the end of year, using different
survey forms for each category of participant (Teacher Candidate
Survey and Associate Teacher Survey). The surveys had 39
statements in common and then some that varied for each
participant category. Qualitative questions generated a bank of
anecdotal comments, while a series of statements with rating scales
produced quantitative data. In total there were 41 surveys returned;
responses were collated and analyzed for common themes .

Impact 
Co-Training and Collegiality
“We adhered to the Tribes agreements—this helped us respect each
other and overcome whatever differences of opinion we had.”
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THE PROJECT IN BRIEF

The Tribes Project (Year 2) involved two secondary schools in
neighbouring school districts who were willing partners in a
collaboration with OISE/UT. We co-trained volunteer associate
teachers and teacher candidates in Tribes/co-operative learning,
with the expectation that these participants would then team up
during the practicum to experiment with these strategies in their
secondary courses. Expanding the instructional repertoires of
teachers to enhance student learning was a common goal for all
partners. In Year 1, one of our initial goals was to help teachers
create a co-operative environment where students could 
increase their communication and social skills. In Year 2, 
we were also interested in investigating the impact of 
a common professional development experience and 
common language on all participants.



Jackson (2004) talks about teacher candidates’ need for
“professional nurturing,” though they may seldom admit to it, and
this co-training process is akin to extending the safety net by
reducing some of the uncertainties that accompany each new
practicum. Interestingly, the trust that we saw develop during this
training was sustained throughout the practicum and one candidate
even suggested the Tribes process itself influenced the way
interactions took place with the associate teacher.

Co-Training and Collaboration
“We tried to find activities from the manual that we could
experiment with; Tribes was new to both of us so we did some
research as to what may work for our specific field.” 

In response to the question, “In what ways did the Tribes training
influence your collaboration with your associate teacher?”, teacher
candidates repeatedly reported that the impact was direct and
significant, based on a shared understanding that facilitated
experimentation. Typical responses included: “It gave us a common
starting ground and understanding about trying different techniques.”

Impact on Lesson Planning and Student Response
A teacher candidate found “lessons were less teacher directed and
more student directed” while another found that the Tribes training
“gave me ideas and activities on how to bring the class focus back if
it was lost or needed energizing.”

Many reported that they made a conscious effort in every day
planning to include more group work, pair work, role plays and
community circles, to which students responded favourably.
Respondents also overwhelmingly agreed that the Tribes process
allowed them to focus on social skills when designing and
facilitating activities, with the result that students were more
attentive and respectful during lessons.

Unanticipated Impacts 
It was with considerable surprise that we noted the frequency with
which both teacher candidates and associate teachers referred to
the classroom management benefits of Tribes/co-operative learning.
In both schools, the success of Tribes also motivated other staff to
come “on board.” 

Implications for Teacher Education
1. Tribes process deepened the teacher candidate/associate

teacher relationship. This is consistent with the findings of
Eldridge and Bennett (2004) who discovered when teacher
candidates and associate teachers understand and practice the
same teaching strategies, they can more readily learn from each
other. It is clear that a common language not only provides a
shared understanding upon which to collaborate, but also that
co-training encourages risk taking.

2. Tribes process benefited associate teachers. Associate teachers
felt re-energized as learners and validated as practitioners. This is
consistent with the findings of Wells (1994) that show when
teachers have time to reflect on personal practice using
meaningful tasks they understand how their teaching habits
influence student achievement. In terms of future benefits, this
becomes one direct way we can ensure our associate teachers
are apprised of the methods in which our teachers candidates
are being trained.

3. Tribes process enriches practicum placements. Teacher
candidates overwhelmingly agreed that in addition to being at
schools where they knew their associate teachers before their
practicum, they benefited from being placed there in groups
based on this common professional development experience.
We concur with Samaras and Gismondi (1998) who argue that
teacher candidates, rather than being isolated from their peers,
should do their practicums in pairs or clusters.

Next Steps and New Questions
As the number of Tribes-trained secondary teachers in each board
continues to grow, new questions emerge about the best way to
sustain and/or extend implementation and to prepare teacher
candidates who hope to teach in these boards. Our next step,
therefore, is to devise a “refresher” training plan that will
renew/deepen the understanding of previously Tribes-trained
associate teachers while introducing teacher candidates to a
collaborative partnership. 

We also intend to include more explicit curriculum-based examples
in future trainings, with the intent of exploring if this change
influences the transfer of new strategies to a teacher’s practice at
the secondary level.
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