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Abstract  This paper reports the impact of a new Canada and China school 
network on its participating teachers in the context of the Canada−China 
Partnership Grant Project. Eight schools formed four pairs of sister schools, and 
teachers in these schools created collaborations embedded in their practices. The 
data include interviews of teachers and principals in both countries and records 
of teachers’ cross-cultural collaborations. Informed by the literature on teacher 
learning and professional learning communities, this paper shows benefits of 
international teacher communities. Also, it explores a new approach to research 
that features spatiality considerations reflecting a new trend in the comparative 
education literature. Focusing on teacher knowledge and practice, it shows 
reciprocal effects of collaboration in the international school network. Finally, 
this paper links the research results to the literature in a way that highlights the 
potential of international teacher professional learning communities and 
contributions of this kind of practice and research. 
 
Keywords  personal practical knowledge, professional learning community, 
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Introduction 

The central motive of comparative education research is to learn from “the real 
working of a foreign system of education” (Sadler as cited in Bereday, 1964, 
p. 310). More comparative research seems to be done at systemic or policy level 
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(e.g., Carney, 2009; King, 1973; Steiner-Khamsi, 2004, 2012), although some 
scholars also have investigated pedagogies and practices in other systems and 
cultures in the hope of learning from others (e.g., Biggs & Watkins, 2001; 
Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). Recently, policy comparisons and borrowing seem to 
be impelled by several supranational organizations’ (such as OECD and IEA) 
international benchmarking activities against the backdrop of economic and 
cultural globalization. These decontextualized approaches to policy borrowing 
and lending have been problematized by many researchers (e.g., Lewis, Sellar, & 
Lingard, 2016; Luke, 2011; Tan, 2013). This paper intends to show a completely 
different way of “looking elsewhere” that is not initiated by governmental 
agencies or supranational organizations but by teachers themselves who are 
working in classrooms. Arguably, beyond policies, educational thought and 
practices in other cultures can also be useful learning sources for teachers to 
renew their thinking, knowledge, and skills as part of their professional learning. 
Thus, one main argument this paper puts forth is that, against the changing 
national education landscape due to globalization, there is no reason to confine 
the practice and research of teacher professional learning within the boundaries 
of nation states. Yet, the approach to learning that this paper illustrates and 
promotes fundamentally differs from the “policy learning” (Phillips, 2000) that is 
primarily driven by an external motive of holding schools accountable to 
international best practices. While comparison is inevitable, the teacher-driven 
learning illustrated in this paper has nothing to do with imposed accountability or 
agendas external to teachers.  

The schools and teachers bridged by this study in the context of the 
Canada−China Partnership Grant Project are from Ontario, a province of Canada, 
and from Shanghai, a provincial-level municipality of China. The two education 
systems, one in the West and the other in the East, are strikingly different in 
many aspects such as the political environment of education, social norms 
associated with schooling, the organization of education, epistemological 
assumptions as to teaching and learning, and pedagogical traditions that still 
permeate in classrooms. These differences provide teachers with opportunities to 
learn from each other in a cross-cultural and cross-system setting. Even more 
interestingly, the two education systems have both been recognized as 
“successful reformers” that demonstrate such similar characteristics as effective 
educational reforms and investment in teachers’ ongoing professional learning 
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and development (OECD, 2011). Also, both governments vow to forge their 
education systems to become future world leaders (Fullan, 2013; Shanghai MEC, 
2010). Particularly, education internationalization is clearly on the agenda of 
education reform in each place (Ontario MOE, 2015; Shanghai MEC, 2010). 
Given these similarities in relation to educational policies, I would argue that 
there is even greater value for Ontario and Shanghai teachers to learn from each 
other through direct exchanges and collaborations. The focal point of this paper 
is to answer a research question concerning how teachers in the two places learn 
and change in relation to practice as the result of their participation in the 
Canada−China Partnership Grant Project. 

The Spatiality of Globalization and Reciprocity 

The spatiality of globalization has influenced current educational research 
including the sociology of education (Robertson, 2010) and educational policy 
(e.g., Carney, 2009; Gulson & Symes, 2007). It is believed that a theorization of 
spatiality can help better understand the complexity of globalization and related 
practices in this networked world (Amin, 2002). The main rationale for the 
application of the spatiality of globalization to the comparative and international 
education literature is that educational policies and practices in geographically 
distant places around the world are not only influenced by factors within national 
borders, they are also facilitated and sometimes pushed by networks and forces 
across nation states. These international networks, network actors, and their links 
and interactions constitute topological spaces as opposed to geographical places 
(Amin, 2002; Lewis et al., 2016). The employment of a spatial lens in a study 
highlights relations between individuals, groups, and organizations that cannot be 
measured by their physical distances. Thus, the spatial lens can better reflect and 
help the understanding of complex educational policy and practice changes in 
this more and more interconnected world; and it can help break through the 
traditional approach of using separate nation-states as units of analysis in the 
comparative and international education literature.  

Scholars in comparative and international education research have paid 
attention to topological spaces such as international “policyscapes” (Carney, 
2009), policy maker networks (Larsen & Beech, 2014), policy “heterarchies” 
(Ball & Junemann, 2012; Lewis et al., 2016), and “global policy fields” (Lingard 
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& Rawolle, 2011). This new comparative research trend heeds the relational 
property of space, for it shifts the focus of analysis from traditional geographic 
entities to the connections and interactions between schools and educators from 
different education systems and sociocultural realities (Carney, 2009; Larsen & 
Beech, 2014). Researchers can investigate similarities, differences, mutual 
benefits, as well as contradictions and inconsistencies associated with these 
connections and interactions between these involved education systems, schools, 
or educators (Carney, 2009). This approach to comparative and international 
research differs from the traditional type that mainly focuses on how and what 
one country learns from another without addressing the process and impact of 
interactions between the education systems of two or more countries (Lewis et al., 
2016). It enables an inquiry into learning opportunities in relational and 
generative spaces that was not reachable before; it also enables an investigation 
into actors’ actions and changes that are influenced by factors at a distance.  

This study adopts this new comparative lens, which is characterized by a 
relational understanding of the spatiality of globalization. While the existing 
body of this research examines connections and interactions of people and 
organizations mainly at the government or policy level, this study applies the 
spatiality of globalization to conceptualize a reciprocal learning space that 
contains practitioners’ connections and interactions between two countries. 
Hence, the insights from the spatial consideration help this study focus on 
collaborative activities, learning processes, and ensuing pedagogical actions of 
teachers that are owed to these international exchanges that have not existed in 
their immediate vicinities. Methodologically speaking, the spatial lens guided 
data collection, data analysis, and finally how the results of the study were 
reported. The data were primarily collected in the space where collaborative 
activities happened between the two sides. Also, interview data from both sides 
were collected to capture participants’ experiences and views about what 
happened in the space. The data analysis of the study reflects the relational 
property of space too. The information collected from the same school partners, 
the same collaborative activities, and interacting teachers in the two places was 
grouped and juxtaposed in the process of analysis. This kind of comparison not 
only reveals the interactions between teachers but also highlights differences and 
similarities. The results of the analysis are presented in a way that juxtaposes 
different or similar experiences and reactions from the two sides. In the process, 
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reciprocity of learning is given close attention in the fundamental belief that 
mutual learning can occur when educators from different systems and cultures 
collaborate in the new space. 

Reciprocity of learning is the key idea built into the development of the 
practice-oriented Canada−China Sister School network in question. According to 
Connelly and Xu (2015, May), the idea of reciprocal learning in the context of 
the Canada−China Partnership Grant Project in essence contains two key 
elements: cross-cultural collaboration and learning for mutual benefit. They 
believe that reciprocal learning can be achieved between schools and teachers, 
and more generally speaking, between education in Canada and China where 
educators can work together. They insist that learning between countries and 
cultures needs to go beyond simple comparison in terms of practices, values, 
culture, achievements and pedagogy and that reciprocal learning should be 
thought of and practiced as a type of two-way “learning in collaborative work 
situations” (Connelly & Xu, 2015, May). Hence, the approach to reciprocal 
learning adds another dimension to the prevalent comparative education research 
that mainly deals with one-way knowledge transfer (Cowen, 2006). In other 
words, reciprocal learning research heeds both relational and reciprocal 
properties of space in globalization.  

Certainly, from the broader Canada−China Partnership Grant Project point of 
view, reciprocal learning facilitated by the project can be in-service teachers and 
principals’ professional learning, students’ mutual learning, or system level 
learning. However, given the special design of the project, all these forms of 
reciprocal learning must begin with educators’ practice-based cross-cultural 
exchanges and collaborations. The implication of this approach to reciprocal 
learning in the study is that the evidence of the impact of learning should also be 
situated in teacher practice. In this regard, the concept of teachers’ personal 
practical knowledge and its manifestations in relation to teacher practice and 
change obviously provide a useful analytical framework for this paper. Connelly 
and Clandinin (1988) define personal practical knowledge in the following way: 
“For any one teacher, a particular way of reconstructing the past and the 
intentions of the future to deal with the exigencies of a present situation” (p. 25). 
They emphasize that personal practical knowledge is actually expressed in 
teachers’ educational actions and therefore can be only found in practice. Also, 
they state that a teacher’s personal practical knowledge is ever changing as the 
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teacher engages in ongoing teaching practice and professional learning under 
changing circumstances. Therefore, it can be said that personal practical 
knowledge is intertwined with practice in a way that it directs the practice and is 
informed by the practice simultaneously. Moreover, it has been shown that 
personal practical knowledge is not a property privately owned by teachers 
themselves; rather, this knowledge can be expressed and shared with other 
teachers and researchers in the forms of images, practical principles, and 
metaphors (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988). As such, it can be postulated that 
Ontario and Shanghai teachers in this study can share, reflect on, and hence 
reshape their personal practical knowledge and their practices for mutual benefit 
in the international professional communities facilitated by the Canada−China 
sister school network. 

Professional Learning Communities in Space 

Professional learning communities can occur both within and outside schools and 
hence can be broadly defined as a group of teachers sharing their knowledge and 
practices in an ongoing, organized, and collaborative way for the purpose of 
improving teaching and student learning (DuFour, 2004; Sargent & Hannum, 
2009; Stoll et al., 2006). Sometimes professional learning communities can grow 
to become educational networks. Katz, Earl, and Jaafar (2009) define networked 
learning communities as “groups of schools working together in intentional ways 
to enhance the quality of professional learning and to strengthen capacity for 
continuous improvement in the service of enhanced student learning” (p. 9). 
Obviously, networked professional learning communities share the same goals as 
school-based professional learning communities that aim for teacher and student 
learning and school improvement. Actually, it can be argued that the networked 
professional learning community is an extension of school-based professional 
learning communities that need external support, networking, and partnerships 
(Jackson & Temperly, 2007; Bolam et al., 2005). Today, it seems to be neither 
possible nor wise for schools and educators to operate alone without considering 
other schools and external resources in the wider education system and the 
interconnected and more accessible world. One unique property of networked 
professional learning communities, as opposed to school-based professional 
learning communities, is the great potential for sharing knowledge and 
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innovation across systems or in an even larger scope for the purpose of 
improving teacher practice and student learning (Bolam et al., 2005; Earl et al., 
2006; Katz & Earl, 2010; Katz et al., 2008). Research also provides evidence of 
positive effects of networked professional learning communities on teacher 
change and student achievement, such as education policy implementation 
(Veugelers & Zijlstra, 1995), learning content and pedagogical knowledge in new 
ways (Morris, Chrispeels, & Burke, 2003), sharing new teaching and learning 
strategies, and enhancing school-based professional learning communities (Earl 
et al., 2006; Katz et al., 2009). In short, the promise of networked professional 
learning communities is that they can help individual schools and teachers 
improve in a way that relies on “numerous sources of external capacity” (Day, 
Hadfield, & Kellow, 2002, p. 19) and that ultimately both individual schools, the 
network, and the system will improve through the venue of teacher professional 
learning. 

In the 21st century, with advanced communication technology and convenient 
international travel, it is likely that teachers will connect with colleagues around 
the world to exchange ideas and learn from each other for the purpose of 
improvement as they embrace the community approach to professional learning 
(Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008). In other words, teachers in this world have 
the opportunity to learn in internationally networked professional learning 
communities in spaces across country boundaries. Although this kind of 
opportunity sounds appealing and potentially beneficial, there are not many 
internationally networked professional learning communities and the research on 
this topic is scant indeed. Actually, I could only find a small number of studies 
that address the influence of international teacher or school networks on teachers. 
The paucity of evidence on this topic is also observed by Edge and Khamsi (2012) 
in their study on the influence of international school partnerships on students’ 
global education. Moreover, no previous information about Chinese schools’ and 
teachers’ experience with respect to internationally networked professional 
learning communities is available. Regardless of the scarcity of research, 
however, some positive effects of internationally networked professional learning 
communities on teachers are evident in the studies that I found.  

The studies that I reviewed show that building professional learning 
communities in a larger international space is not only possible but also useful 
for student learning, teacher learning, as well as school development. For 
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example, drawing on the work of International Networks for Democratic 
Education (INDE) and other relevant research conducted in the Netherlands, 
Veugelers (2005) shows that teacher learning becomes horizontal and mutual in 
international networks and that these networks help teachers become members of 
a larger community of practice with common educational concerns. Veugelers 
also maintains that teacher networks can not only implement but also impact 
educational policies if the organization of teacher networks achieves a balance 
between the formal and the informal in terms of structure, leadership, methods, 
and communication. In England, a series of studies investigated the operation of 
international school partnerships and their influence on participating schools, 
leaders, teachers, as well as students. From 2007 to 2010, the global children’s 
charity Plan International launched a School Linking Programme to support the 
development of partnerships between schools in the United Kingdom, Africa, and 
China. Based on both survey data and multiple case studies, the first year report 
of the project found that there are perceived benefits and impacts of 
the Programme on both student learning and on teachers (Edge et al., 2008). 
Another study confirms the impact of school partnerships on teachers in areas 
such as pedagogic change as a result of mutual learning, global awareness, and 
knowledge about other education systems (Edge, Frayman, & Lawrie, 2009). A 
later study report by Edge, Higham, and Frayman (2010) further confirms that 
connecting classrooms international school partnerships creates an array of 
opportunities for teachers’ professional learning and growth. These studies and 
their encouraging results as to teacher learning in internationally networked 
professional learning communities inspired and informed me when I had the 
opportunity to work on such an international learning space and to investigate its 
various dimensions. 

The Reciprocal Learning Space 

Although the schools involved in the new Canada−China sister school network 
were not purposefully sampled, they are quite representative of Shanghai and 
Ontario schools. On the Canadian side, one secondary school is located in an 
affluent community where the residents are mostly Caucasian descendants while 
the other is situated in a culturally diverse community with most of its students 
belonging to immigrant families from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Many of 
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students in the latter school come from relatively poor families. The Canadian 
elementary school is located adjacent to the old China Town in the downtown of 
the city. The community where the school operates is in poor shape economically. 
By contrast, the other Canadian elementary school is in a newly developed 
suburban area where many large homes have been built by new immigrants. 
Understandably, these schools differ in terms of student achievement according 
to recent provincial standardized test results. On the Chinese side, one of the two 
secondary schools is an ordinary community high school in contrast to the 
category of Experimental Model High School, to which the other secondary 
school proudly belongs. Academically, reflecting their difference in status, the 
first school is at the lowest tier of all Shanghai high schools and many students in 
the school struggle to get into university whereas the second one is ranked first in 
the suburban district in the south of Shanghai. One of the two Chinese 
elementary schools operates in a new, affluent residential area with a high and 
growing real estate price. Most parents who send their kids to the school are 
well-educated and well-off financially. By contrast, the other Chinese elementary 
school is located in a satellite town in Shanghai, where most residents are those 
who either have not been able to find better opportunities in other parts of the 
city or who are recent migrants from less developed parts of China.  

There are four partnerships formed by the eight Shanghai and Ontario schools 
and each partnership began with an initial pairing recommended by the 
Reciprocal Learning Project. Once an intention of partnering between two 
schools was confirmed, researchers from the two universities began to arrange 
and facilitate initial conversations between the schools. The principals used video 
conferences to exchange basic information about their schools and discuss 
possible directions for their school partnership. Subsequently, interested teachers 
on each side were introduced to each other by their principals. Then the focus of 
the partnership shifted to teacher-initiated exchanges and collaborations between 
the schools or classrooms supported by the ongoing facilitation and interpretation 
of researchers. The four school partnerships were not formed on the basis of 
commensurate school conditions and student achievement. While the two 
elementary school partnerships seem to be well matched, the two secondary 
partnerships have an opposite dynamic. The ordinary community high school 
was partnered with the high-achieving Canadian high school whereas the 
Experimental Model High School was partnered with the Canadian school in the 
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low-income community. 
Regardless of different characteristics associated with these internationally 

networked professional learning communities, teachers and principals in the two 
places have been engaged in collaborative activities since late 2013 and 
continued their collaboration as of the time when I interviewed them in 2015. 
Between March 2014 and June 2015, there were 13 main collaborative activities 
in total that occurred in the four pairs of sister schools. In each pair, there were 
two to six activities that involved teachers, principals, and students in most cases. 
Joint activities such as a student survey project, a water education program, 
movie commentary, and pen pal letters were created in these teacher 
communities. Teachers also shared teaching resources and students’ work in 
subject areas of interest. This sharing was realized either through online media or 
the exchange of correspondence and materials that were both facilitated by 
researchers of the Canada−China Partnership Grant Project. These collaborative 
activities and sharing were also punctuated by video conferences between 
schools as needed. During sister school meetings participating teachers spoke to 
each other directly in order to share ideas and give feedback on the 
implementation of joint activities.  

Through a spatial lens, these joint activities, exchanges of teaching and 
learning materials, conversations, and personal connections in this emerging 
cross-cultural school partnership network have created opportunities for 
Canadian and Chinese teachers to learn from each other. That is, the network 
constitutes a reciprocal learning space that facilitates teachers from the two 
countries in collaborating and learning as they work on some common 
educational activities side by side. Since the collaborations in the space were 
connected to teachers’ current practices in classrooms, the international space 
remains linked to the local places although it also extends beyond the two 
geographically remote places. Besides participating teachers, this reciprocal 
learning space also enables researchers to observe the interactions and 
collaborations at the practitioner level between the two education systems and 
investigate the impact of mutual professional learning. With the help of 
researchers in facilitating meetings and interviews, teachers also have the 
opportunity to reflect deeply on their experiences and express their views on 
what has happened in the space. In short, this kind of cross-cultural professional 
learning is enabled by relational and reciprocal properties of space in 
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globalization and can be best understood through a spatial lens.  
A total of 39 active participants, including both teachers and principals from 

the two countries, have been involved in these internationally networked 
professional learning communities from September 2013 onward, depending on 
the progress of each partnership. Alongside teachers, the principal of each school 
in the partnership is also involved in one way or another. Several of these 
principals have directly engaged in collaborative activities as educators 
themselves while others take a supportive role in the background. In school Pair 
1, there are three teachers and two principals; in Pair 2, there are 13 teachers 
participating in different subject groups alongside one Canadian principal, one 
Chinese principal, and two Chinese vice principals; in Pair 3, there are seven 
teachers and two principals; and in Pair 4, there are six teachers and two 
principals. All the teacher and principal participants were interviewed by the 
researcher in the second project year. These interviews, as well as meeting 
minutes and records of exchange activities collected over the two years, were 
coded and further analyzed to identify commonalities and differences between 
teacher participants. The coding and analysis process began with an initial code 
list informed by the literature on teacher knowledge, learning, and change. This 
initial code list was meant to be suggestive but not restrictive in interpreting the 
data. In fact, several new themes emerged from the data while some initial codes 
were merged or dropped altogether in the process of interpreting the data. 
Subsequently, the remaining codes were grouped to form three larger themes in 
relation to the teachers’ personal practical knowledge and practice. The following 
sections report the findings and are organized around the three themes. 

Findings 

Reflection on Personal Practical Knowledge 
 
The impact of professional learning on teachers can be investigated in various 
dimensions. In this paper, I will only report the impact from the perspectives of 
teachers’ personal practical knowledge and practice. The focus on personal 
practical knowledge came up rather naturally in the study because of special 
classroom level collaborations facilitated by the new Canada−China Sister 
School Network. The evidence from teacher interviews also validates the 
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theoretical postulation that teachers’ collaboration in internationally networked 
professional learning communities can reshape teachers’ personal practical 
knowledge and in turn may lead to changes in relation to teaching practice. 
During the interviews, the first impression of each other’s education prompted 
participants to reflect on their knowledge. The teachers’ reflections further 
revealed how they processed the newly acquired knowledge of the other’s 
education internally. As teachers talked about their experiences of participation 
and learning they invoked personal impressions and reflected on their personal 
practical knowledge in ways that were represented by images, metaphors, and 
practice principles.  

Firstly, many teachers used images to compare the education in the two 
countries. A few Chinese teachers observed the close relationship between 
Canadian students and teachers; this observation created an image of the “happy” 
school life of Canadian students. In Pair 3, CT1 10 observed that Canadian 
students “can talk freely and openly” in their teachers’ presence while CT 11 said 
that she found Canadian students have a better personal relationship with their 
teacher whereas Chinese students experience a “very serious” teacher−student 
relationship with their homeroom teacher or ban zhu ren. This kind of “happy” 
image was also observed by the on-site coordinator in another Shanghai school.  
 

I remember one student came to speak with the principal when we were having a Skype 

meeting [in the principal’s office]. The student talked to the principal, and the principal 

rewarded the student with a candy after their talk. The student left the office very 

satisfied and excited. I am impressed because I observed closeness between the principal 

and students; the student seemed very relaxed to talk to the principal and the principal 

looks like just one of them. (CT 15, interview, May 27, 2015)  

 
For most Canadian teachers, their first real encounter with Chinese education 

seemed just to confirm some previous images such as rote learning, more drills, 
competitiveness, and theoretical teaching in mathematics. Nonetheless, there are 
also reports from several teachers who were really impressed by the new image 
of Chinese education that they discovered thanks to the Sister School Network. 
Definitely, Shanghai education and schools are changing although they are not as 

                                                        
1 CT stands for Chinese teacher, ET for Canadian teacher, CP for Chinese principal, EP for 
Canadian principal. 
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“relaxed” and “happy” as Ontario schools are in the eyes of Shanghai teachers. 
Through video clips from the Sister School and Chinese partners’ descriptions, 
ET 10 in Pair 4 was “struck” by the realization that “there aren’t a lot of 
differences” between her school and the Sister School because she observed that 
“we are teaching our kids skills… not just learning skills but social skills that are 
going to support them as they continue in their life. They love their children just 
as much as we love our children…” (interview, October 5, 2015). For the 
Canadian teacher in Pair 3, the information she received from the Sister School 
completely changed the image of Chinese education in her mind.  
 

… my head is now filled with very different images of the Chinese education system 

based on the pictures that you have been bringing back and the interactions [with the 

Sister School]. Their science rooms, their communal reading nooks in the hallways, 

books, even the outdoor spaces are just not that idea of the institutional image that I had. 

(ET 8, interview, August 21, 2015) 

 
Secondly, quite a few Shanghai teacher participants reflected on practical 

principles stimulated by their new observations of Canadian education. Since the 
two elementary school pairs have been exchanging students’ work and photos, 
the way in which Canadian schools treat students’ privacy and rights impressed 
Chinese teachers greatly. A few Chinese participants talked about this matter and 
said they learned something from the experience. The following thought is 
representative.  
 

… [we also learned] the consideration of respecting students’ privacy when transmitting 

photos. We didn’t seem to pay attention to this matter before. We didn’t need to request 

consent from parents in our context. Now we learned we need to raise our awareness of 

students’ human rights and legal rights. (CT 14, interview, May 25, 2015) 

 
Several Chinese teachers expressed their belief that Canadian ways of teaching 

might work against practical principles that fit their Chinese context. For 
example, comparing to student-centered teaching in the Sister School, two 
secondary school teachers reported an unwritten rule Shanghai teachers have to 
follow in order to prepare students for university entrance examinations 
(gaokao).  
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… we think more about other educational needs for students in Grade 10 and 11 whereas 

we have to shift to gaokao preparation in Grade 12… [only in Grade 10 and 11] to make 

our class teaching more interactive and interesting we use methods other than 

chalk-and-talk… like student inquiry on some certain topics. (CT 9, interview, May 22, 

2015) 

 
The practical principles that Shanghai teachers invoked can be understood 

against the current situation and environment of Chinese education. Many 
standard-based tests and examinations and the big class size are still prominent 
features of Shanghai school education. One secondary school teacher CT 5 
expressed his belief that good mathematics teaching should balance delivering 
content knowledge and cultivating ways of mathematical thinking. Despite being 
restricted by the “baton” of gaokao, he observed from his Canadian partner’s 
teaching methods that this balance could be achieved through daily teaching. 
Elementary teacher CT 10 reflected that her authoritative way of teaching is 
“good from the perspective of efficiency” although she saw it was not helpful for 
cultivating creativity. Similarly, another math teacher thought that her students 
“would be in chaos” if she borrowed the student-centered inquiry-based way of 
teaching. 
  

… [the] notes of [her] teaching are helpful. They offered us an opportunity to observe 

each other’s regular class teaching… [but] I felt that I wouldn’t be able to control the 

class if I used her way of teaching… If my students were taught in that way, they would 

be in chaos. (CT 11, interview, May 26, 2015) 

 
Thirdly, teachers also used metaphors in their reflections on the differences 

between Chinese and Canadian education. One Canadian teacher imagined the 
difference between Chinese and Canadian education is like two positions along 
the trajectory of a pendulum moving from “very strict” to “children talking and 
interactive” (ET 9). One elementary Chinese science teacher compared his 
teaching in his science class and an Inquiry Curriculum2 course with his 
all-subject Canadian teacher partner’s classroom teaching. He felt that his own 

                                                        
2 The current Shanghai curriculum contains three strands, namely Basic Curriculum, Extended 
Curriculum, and Inquiry Curriculum. The Basic Curriculum is mandated by the government, 
targets all students, and is implemented through compulsory courses. 
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teaching was like “sprinkling pepper seasoning” because of the limited teaching 
hours per week whereas his partner can “focus on her 20 something students” 
since she was always “with the students in the classroom for a long time” (CT 
13). CT 10 in Pair 3 also reflected on her own knowledge-delivery teaching by 
comparing it with her Canadian partner’s inquiry-based teaching. She thought her 
own teaching was like “battling in corps” in which “certain knowledge points 
must be taught and learned” at certain times whereas her Canadian partner’s 
teaching is a “guerrilla warfare” because “they are not in a hurry” and “they 
would come back to a certain point that had been discussed” a few days later. 
These interesting metaphors helped teachers make sense of teaching on the other 
side while comparing it to their own practice.  
 
Shanghai Teachers’ Dissonances 
 
Compared to Ontario participants, it seems that Shanghai teachers more likely 
experienced challenges and dissonances as to their practical principles and 
existent knowledge in the face of new information from Canadian Sister Schools. 
In interviews, Chinese teachers talked about perceived challenges and 
dissonances more than their Canadian partners did. Based on the interview data, 
only four Canadian participating teachers mentioned their minor dissents about 
the current Canadian education when they talked about their observation of 
Chinese education. Moreover, these small dissonances only challenged these 
Canadian teachers’ current practice in minor and rather general ways. For 
instance, elementary teacher ET 9 said that Canadian education “did a great job 
of helping children feel good about doing badly” and “doesn’t do a great job of 
teaching skills and knowledge.” Similarly, secondary teacher ET 2 reflected that: 
“we need to put more into our curriculum. The kids need to learn more. I think 
that by seeing what’s happening in China, we can become aware of how little our 
students know compared to the Chinese kids” (interview, September 24, 2015). 
For many Chinese teachers, however, the newly learned or verified knowledge of 
Canadian education or Western education created real challenges related to their 
current knowledge, practices, and beliefs. These observed pedagogical disparities 
or other differences between the two education systems prompted some Shanghai 
teachers to critically reflect on their own practice.  
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Now our kids are very tired and our teachers are tired too. We see they [Sister School 

students] are happy and relaxed in classrooms. We need to reflect on this difference. We 

can’t just bury our heads in the current work and finally achieve something satisfactory 

through a painful process. We might be able to find a way to enjoy what we are doing 

and equally achieve the same results. (CT 2, interview, May 22, 2015) 

 
Moreover, based on their reflections during the interviews, it seems that many 

Shanghai teachers are somewhat unsatisfied with the current education situation. 
They expressed a willingness for change; however, at the same time, they 
realized that the obstacles in the system preventing change might be 
unsurmountable. Especially, it is worth pointing out that Shanghai secondary 
school education seems to be much more examination-oriented than elementary 
education. In the two secondary pairs, all Chinese subject teachers reported the 
dilemma they face between the restrictive reality and these new observations in 
the sister school partnerships. For instance, the Chinese IT teacher in Pair 1 
wonders why Canadian students in the sister school “can be so engaged” in using 
technology to learn whereas the students in his own school “are not excited about 
using tablets” (CT 1). Ironically, the Shanghai high school does provide a 
comprehensive online platform and a lot of online resources for student learning; 
however, all the resources seem to be designed for test and examination 
preparations. Similarly, in Pair 2, one physics teacher (CT 6) complained that his 
students were not “engaging in autonomous learning” due to the lack of 
connection between classroom learning and real-life problems. From his 
observation, problem-solving was exactly the approach that his Canadian partner 
used. One math teacher provides a similar account too: “They [Canadian math 
teachers] require the thinking of modeling. In our gaokao, all questions are 
abstract. Our students don’t need to deal with the modeling because math models 
are provided” (CT 4, interview, June 2, 2015). One history teacher felt her 
teaching is “utilitarian,” referring to the approach of gaokao preparation. She 
then lamented that: “We need to develop towards their approach; however, there 
is a long way to go” (CT 9, interview, May 22, 2015). 
 
Impacts on Teacher Practice 
 
Associated with the reshaped teachers’ personal practical knowledge, there are 
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two ways in which teachers’ current school work was influenced by their 
participation in the Canada−China Sister School Network. Firstly, some teachers 
took immediate action because of the exchanges and collaborative activities in 
the Canada−China internationally networked professional learning communities 
since essentially these activities were designed to be linked with teachers’ 
practice in one way or another. Except Pair 1, where the two initiatives of the 
partnership were not carried out successfully, the other three school pairs all 
witnessed additional educational activities or curricular elements as a result of 
their participation in the Sister School Network. In Pair 2, one math teacher (CT 
4) opened a new Extended Curriculum course in the Chinese school given the 
support from his Canadian partner (ET 5). An Advanced Placement (AP) calculus 
textbook alongside an exercise book was delivered to Shanghai after ET 5 briefly 
introduced to CT 4 the AP math course in her school. The Advanced Placement 
(AP) math Extended Curriculum course was opened to some interested students 
in the Chinese school for one semester, but was then discontinued. In the 
interview, the teacher who taught the course talked about his experience.  
 

I had never taught in English before. I first needed to learn those math terminologies... I 

needed to look them up. I asked English teachers… AP calculus seems to me to place 

much weight on application. There are many problems related to real life experience… 

To make it useful for our students… we must connect it with our domestic curriculum. 

Teaching all in English is not applicable. Also, we might have to use our way of teaching; 

at the same time, we borrow their application problems. (CT 4, interview, June 2, 2015) 

 
On the other side of Pair 2, one social studies teacher (ET 3) took advantage of 

the partnership and made a student survey on gender norms into a comparative 
project by bringing in Chinese students’ perspectives. In addition, at the 
beginning of the third project year, one math teacher (ET 5) also started 
incorporating one graphic calculator task that she learned from CT 5 into her 
teaching (interview, February 3, 2016).  

In Pair 3, the participating teachers on both sides picked up what they needed 
from their exchanges and incorporated what they learned into their own practice. 
The Chinese school was “inspired by the Sister School” and “organized a very 
big Christmas celebration” after the Canadian school shared their experiences of 
celebration. The principal and several teachers talked about this “big” event 
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during their interviews. The English department of the Shanghai school took 
responsibility for planning and organizing the school-wide event; a big Christmas 
tree was made using recycled materials by involving the science department of 
the school; parents were invited and one of them played Santa Claus. One 
homeroom teacher felt it was “easy to participate” in this kind of event linking to 
the Sister School partnership because she could easily “combine the project into 
the existing work” (CT 12). The on-site teacher coordinator in the Chinese school 
echoes, “As such, the sister class activities become part of the existing education. 
For students, this new element increased their sense of responsibility attached to 
their learning. At the same time, they learned some new things…” (CT 14, 
interview, May 25, 2015). 

On the Canadian side of Pair 3, the sole Canadian teacher proactively adopted 
and adapted what she learned from the Sister School. She firstly designed a math 
teaching unit by incorporating an innovative type of Tangram that she learned 
from one of her Chinese partners (CT 11). She managed to purchase several sets 
of the Tangram and used them in her teaching to help students “to explore 
geometrically different shapes and regular shapes, commonalities and differences 
with different diagrams, and then did some artworks on those” (ET 8). 
Subsequently, she shared her teaching and students’ learning with her Chinese 
partners. Following the Tangram activity, she continued to embark on another 
larger and longer teaching unit that was inspired by the water science education 
of the Chinese sister school. With the assistance of several researchers and 
volunteers, she taught a full unit of science curriculum around the water theme. 
Inspired by an “amazing” water exploration center in the sister school, her 
classroom was decorated to become a watery wonderland in order to highlight 
the learning theme. Students were assigned to groups, and each group was asked 
to conduct a unique learning project on water. Students then had opportunities to 
present their designs and findings not only to their classmates but also other 
classes in the school and some students from a neighbouring school. At the end 
of the water science teaching unit, the two schools managed to organize a 
summative video conference for students through Skype. During the culminating 
learning activity, students in the two schools jointly explored a water shed on the 
Chinese side and worked on some experiments about the surface force of water. 
The Canadian teacher talked about his realization in her interview, and her 
principal was obviously impressed by these efforts she made and by the impact 
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of these activities on both students and teachers. 
 

… having them put that event on for the school, the idea that the Grade 4 and five 

students [in this school] have that water culture of the Sister School, and [that] what can 

we do for our school…sort of emulating that learning here. (ET 8, interview, August 21, 

2015) 

 

… I think our kids did get something out of it… They are getting higher thinking skills… 

I think my teacher got something out of it because she was constantly learning and 

adjusting things so that the collaboration and partnership would grow… I think some 

teachers now want to get involved because there are a lot of things came out of this. (EP 

3, interview, August 27, 2015) 
 

In Pair 4, several participating teachers reported modification of their teaching 
too. For instance, the movie commentary activity designed by the Canadian side 
was supposed to accommodate the collaboration between the two partnering 
schools on the one hand and to fulfill the Ontario curricular requirement of media 
literacy on the other hand. One of two Canadian teachers explained why she and 
her teaching partner (ET 9) chose to teach the movie commentary as the 
collaborative activity.  

 
Honestly, it was because we are doing this partnership. We need something that we could 

both do. We did commercials, we did radio, and I guess we could do something using the 

internet. But this [movie] is something kids want to do, they love movies so that they 

will be engaged right away, and something that we can both do. (ET 10, interview, 

October 5, 2015) 

 
For the Chinese side of this pair, there is evidence of some impact on teaching 

practice too. The pen pal activity influenced one Chinese English teacher’s (CT 
14) teaching because she was impressed by Canadian students’ “little poems” 
that were shared by her partners. Consequently, she wanted to encourage her 
students to write little poems in English. The principal of the Chinese school also 
mentioned in her interview that her students were asked to write descriptions for 
their traditional Chinese art works because they would exchange them with the 
Sister School. She believes that students needed to research and learn more about 
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their own culture before they could present their works to others; and therefore, 
writing these cultural descriptions was an additional learning opportunity for 
students in these art classes. In fact, the Canadian side also adopted this creative 
idea and practice when they exchanged their students’ art works in turn at the 
beginning of the third project year.  

Secondly, the teachers who made substantive modifications in their practice 
provided evidence of potential pedagogical changes in these classrooms. Most 
evidently, the way of teaching and learning in these classrooms is shifting 
towards a pedagogy involving international learning partners. The comparative 
study survey and a postponed joint student work competition using TI calculators 
in Pair 2, the water science project in Pair 3, and the movie commentary and pen 
pal activities in Pair 4 are all examples that demonstrate how Ontario teachers 
managed to bring their students’ Chinese learning partners in the Sister Schools. 
This pedagogical shift not only brought a “global view” into these classrooms but 
also facilitated student collaboration in an international setting.  

 
… in some ways my perspective and purpose for teaching have grown bigger as a result 

of it all. I think I feel now more driven towards the idea of collaboration within a 

classroom and between schools, between countries and also having a far more 

environmental [perspective]. (ET 8, interview, August 21, 2015) 

 

I really want them to get something out of the movie, but also get something out of 

reading what their pen pals had said about it. It was very purposeful...It would be nice 

then following the pen pal letters and actually having the kids to talk to each other about 

it. (ET 10, interview, October 5, 2015) 
 

On the Chinese side of these partnerships, teachers, and school administrators 
also reported on how the way of teaching and learning in their schools is 
influenced by the Sister School activities. For instance, the Chinese principal in 
Pair 3 observed that one of the participating teachers combined some Sister Class 
activities into her existing student learning activity series and hence studying 
traditional Chinese festivals became a collaborative activity involving the 
Canadian sister class. In Pair 4, the on-site coordinator in the Chinese school 
observed a similar pedagogical shift in teaching the school-based International 
Understanding Education curriculum. “Now with sister class, our students have a 



How Teachers Learn and Change in Reciprocal Learning Space 171 

new sense of responsibility because they need to describe the holidays for their 
friends in the sister school. Our students now prepare the holidays with a clearer 
purpose” (CP 3, interview, May 25, 2015). 

 
… before we introduced some general information of certain places around the world... 

Now, we realize that cultures of foreign countries can also be learned through direct 

communication and collaboration between students. Students are more engaged in the 

second approach in which they don’t learn things superficially. (CT 15, interview, May 

27, 2015) 

 
In particular, participating Shanghai math teachers implied another kind of 

potential pedagogical change in their interviews. Among all the Chinese 
participants, there are three math teachers in Pair 2 and two math teachers in Pair 
3. After these math teachers had observed their Canadian partners’ ways of 
teaching, characterized by problem-solving and student inquiry-based learning, 
they attempted to adopt this way of teaching and learning in their own 
classrooms. In Pair 2, CT 3 said he would like to “make more practical links” in 
his teaching of Basic Curriculum courses while CT 5 planned to pay more 
attention to problem-solving. CT 4 also reported he tried to design a “project 
assignment” inspired by his Canadian partner’s teaching; however, his attempt 
was held back by the school administration because the school required him to 
“test the student” at the end of the experimental AP math course. The two 
elementary math teachers also talked about their realizations about methods of 
math teaching. CT 10 said that she was trying to provide her students with “a 
relatively casual learning environment” and encouraged her students to express 
their own thoughts in classes. CT 11 reported that the sister school partnership 
actually influenced her teaching to some extent and she observed a positive 
impact: “In the process of teaching or sometimes before teaching, I would like to 
leave students some time for their thinking and doing independently. I observed 
that students have deeper understanding…” (interview, May 26, 2015). 

Thirdly, what teachers learned in these Canada−China internationally 
networked professional learning communities may have impacted on teachers’ 
thinking about their work despite substantive changes in practice not having 
occurred. Quite some participating teachers have not taken any concrete actions 
in ways that modify their current teaching practice or the educational activities 
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under their supervision. They just have not had the chance to bring their 
participation to actionable level due to pressing domestic responsibilities or 
organizational reasons in their school network. Several of these sister school 
activities had not reached that stage of implementation when they had to stop or 
be paused, and several teachers’ motivation to engage in the international venture 
was curtailed or never reached sufficient strength. In any event, according to the 
literature, practice change resulting from professional learning in professional 
learning communities is not easy to achieve. Regardless of these setbacks, the 
impact of the experience on some teachers’ view of teaching and education was 
still notable. For example, one Canadian teacher said that she would do 
“something which is truly cross-cultural at student level” if conditions permitted 
(ET 7) while one Chinese teacher reported that she “developed a higher standard 
of work” so that she could share the work with others (CT 11). The following are 
two more examples of this sort.  

 
Speaking of my teaching in Basic Curriculum classes, I would like to make more 

practical links for my students when we talk about certain math topics. Probably I can 

transmit this way of thinking to my students so that they wouldn’t be confined with pure 

theoretical mathematics. (CT 3, interview, May 22, 2015) 

 
I think we can learn from each other. I think that her [ET 8] way of setting up class rules 

in advance is very good. I can incorporate her approach into my thinking about my work 

although I still believe that laws and rules are also based on people’s relationships. (CT 

10, interview, May 26, 2015) 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This paper presents a unique case of reciprocal learning between Canadian and 
Chinese teachers as they collaborate in cross-cultural professional learning 
communities. With respect to teacher knowledge, some evidence shows that 
teachers’ personal practical knowledge could be reshaped when teachers 
reflectively made meanings of the new information by comparing it with their 
practice and the home education system. It is evident that this impact occurred on 
both sides of the collaboration. While the initial exchange of factual information 
might just prompt teachers to engage in further conversations and collaborations, 
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the reshaped personal practical knowledge can challenge teachers’ thinking and 
in turn practice. Some immediate practice changes and ensuing pedagogical 
shifts were reported by teachers on both side of the cross-cultural collaboration. 
Especially, Shanghai teachers experienced more dissonances in their practical 
knowledge in the face of striking pedagogical differences between the two 
systems. Indeed, this study validates Connelly and Xu’s (2015, May) vision 
about the sharing and reshaping of teachers’ personal practical knowledge 
through reciprocal learning in the Canada−China Sister School Network. 
Moreover, this study shows that the reshaping of personal practical knowledge in 
a cross-cultural setting can be interpreted and understood by tapping into parts of 
the narrative of teachers’ experience and practice. Since all the past studies on 
personal practical knowledge were conducted within a school system or within a 
classroom (e.g., Clandinin, 1985, 1989; Clandinin & Connelly, 1986; Connelly, 
Clandinin, & He, 1997; Tsang, 2004), this study shows the potential to apply the 
conception of personal practical knowledge and related ideas in an international 
setting where teachers have opportunities to engage in deep collaborations that 
are embedded in their practice.  

This study shows that the unique properties of the Canada−China Partnership 
Grant Project helped teachers connect the participation in the network to their 
ongoing practices in the school. The project encouraged educators to come up 
with, negotiate, and then implement their own partnership plans instead of 
imposing any research or school improvement agenda on these participating 
schools in the two countries. Without an explicit external agenda that teachers 
themselves are also committed to, this study shows that teachers tend to embed 
collaborative activities in the curriculum and teaching or in within-school 
extracurricular student learning activities. The interview data indicates that the 
majority of the collaborative activities in the Canada−China Sister School 
Network are directly connected to teachers’ classroom teaching and mostly 
involve students as well, and some of these teacher-led collaborations are 
evolving to become long-term joint curricular or extracurricular projects between 
schools. Interestingly, these joint projects in the international setting are close to 
the definition of teachers’ joint work that Little (1990) identified in within-school 
professional learning communities and similar to the collaborative inquiry that 
Stoll (2010) and Katz and Earl (2010) promoted as one key learning process in 
school networks. Thus, these collaborative activities identified in the 
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international setting seem to have as much potential as those in national school 
networks to challenge teachers’ thinking and practice in the hope of improvement, 
although the focus and benefit of learning might differ. While some professional 
learning may occur in both national and international networks, the latter can 
definitely bring more international aspects to teaching and learning into the 
classroom  

These professional learning communities in the international space between 
Canada and China not only facilitated the participants’ cross-cultural 
collaboration and mutual learning but also enabled the researcher to compare 
participants as they collaborated. These comparative findings provide some 
knowledge about how different sociocultural and educational realities may 
influence Canadian and Chinese teachers’ reactions and learning experiences 
when they have the opportunity to participate in the same internationally 
networked professional learning communities simultaneously. When the context 
of each place is factored in, the differences, as well as commonalities, between 
the two groups of educators should not appear as surprises. The educational 
literature and even that of comparative education have offered little knowledge in 
this regard although substantial research has been done with respect to 
professional learning communities and networked professional learning 
communities in the past decades. Chinese teachers’ experiences of professional 
learning communities are presented or compared with Western experiences by 
some researchers (e.g., Hargreaves et al., 2013; Sargent, 2015; Sargent & 
Hannum, 2009; Wong, 2010; Zhang & Pang, 2016); however, no study has 
described how Chinese and Western teachers work together and learn. This paper 
shows that it is possible for both Chinese and Canadian teachers to bring in new 
curricular elements and new pedagogical shifts through international 
collaboration in a way that does not necessarily compromise their domestic 
curricular requirements. It seems somewhat more difficult for Shanghai teachers 
to manipulate their school curriculum so that it can be linked to international 
collaboration. However, some positive examples in this paper prove that creative 
and meaningful solutions can be found if teachers really invest in these 
international learning opportunities for both themselves and their students. For 
instance, in this study, we have seen some joint activities that shifted the teaching 
in some participating classrooms towards a pedagogy involving international 
learning partners owing to the convenient technology that facilitates distance 
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collaboration and electronic communication. Clearly, this finding offers one 
international example of desired new pedagogies such as “a new model of 
learning partnerships” in the 21st century (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014, p. 2).  

As a comparative study characterized by a spatial lens, this study is 
fundamentally different from many comparative studies that only deal with either 
comparison or knowledge transfer between separate educational entities. The 
necessary comparison in this study is conducted when the participants from two 
countries literally work on something together sharing the same experience in the 
reciprocal learning space. Also, the reciprocal learning space in the form of 
classroom teachers’ internationally networked professional learning communities 
differ in striking ways from those “policyscapes” that are usually initiated by 
policy makers or supranational organizations. Therefore, the new reciprocal 
learning space described in this paper also constitutes a new comparative 
education space where practices from different countries and cultures interact 
and research on these practical interactions becomes possible. In other words, the 
collaboration of participants from different cultures is the prerequisite of this 
reciprocal learning research. Moreover, the reciprocal learning research 
illustrated in this paper gives attention to two-way interactions and learning in 
international communities by recognizing both relational and reciprocal 
properties of space. Hopefully, the results and the approach of this reciprocal 
learning research, which is informed by teacher learning theories, professional 
learning community research, and spatiality considerations in comparative 
education, can contribute to the scholarly discussions in this regard as 
internationally networked professional learning communities for teachers 
become more and more possible and probable in this globalized world (Luke, 
2004). 
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