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Abstract In science, gravity refers to the universal force of attraction acting on
and between all matter. No one on earth can escape the force of gravity. In a
similar vein, the stringent requirements of publications, research grants, and
research output in the academic world can be metaphorically described as
“academic gravity,” the force of which pushes university academics to struggle
and strive in pursuit of excellence just to survive in the changing landscape of
higher education governed by neo-liberalism and managerialism. This article
describes the journey of a junior academic staff member in an Asian university as
he coped with various difficulties in establishing a collaborative culture in his
department (i.e., the Faculty of Education). Working with a senior colleague
(Sunshine-mother hereafter) in the same department, Author 1 began to
recognize the importance of collegial collaboration in teacher education
generally and in his academic life specifically. However, although he tried his
utmost to develop a culture of collaboration amongst his colleagues, he struggled
to cope with the tension and stress exerted by academic gravity (i.e., publication
production and the pursuit of tenure). Drawing on data collected from a teaching
development project and adopting a reflective autobiographic approach, this
article delineates the collaborative relationship between Author 1 and
Sunshine-mother, exemplifying the important roles that coaching and a free rein
(i.e., weightlessness) play in the development of junior teacher-educators under
the strong pressure of academic gravity.
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Introduction

After receiving his doctorate from an established university in the UK, a junior
academic staff member in an Asian university (Author 1 hereafter) was employed
by the Faculty of Education at a Hong Kong university as a teaching consultant,
which is similar to a lecturer or instructor position in UK and U.S. universities.
His major duties were to teach and train undergraduate students (referred to as
student-teachers hereafter) studying in the Bachelor of Education-Liberal Studies
(BEd-LS) program, a four-year interdisciplinary degree program focusing on the
teaching of Liberal Studies' in secondary schools. Author 1 had comparatively
rich experience in teaching Liberal Studies at secondary school level (see
Appendix 1 for further information related to the curriculum) and had served as a
panel chairperson for the subject in a school for two years. However, he believed
that training university students to teach the subject was a formidable challenge,
particularly because of the subject’s emphasis on critical personal reflection on
contemporary socio-political issues (e.g., immigration policies and welfare
programs) and universal values. Moreover, the subject’s need for broad
understanding and knowledge of a range of disciplinary areas, including
globalization, public health, and personal development, placed heavy demands on
teachers (Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong Examination and
Assessment Authority, 2007).

Owing to the interdisciplinary nature of the BEd-LS program, the university
teaching team was comprised of academic scholars (referred to as
teacher-educators hereafter) from different areas, including language education,
social sciences, information technology, educational psychology, mathematics,
and science education. The teaching team included both experienced and junior
teacher-educators, which offered a golden opportunity for the two groups to
collaborate and co-teach various courses in the program. As a result of this
teaching arrangement, Author 1 had the opportunity to meet a senior colleague

! Liberal Studies is a broad-based core subject in Hong Kong’s new senior secondary school
curriculum (for further details, refer to Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong
Examination and Assessment Authority [2007]).
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(Sunshine-mother hereafter) in the same department and to build a professional
relationship with her through the sharing of a vision, mission, and set of core
values in cultivating undergraduate students. This article describes these two
teacher-educators’ journeys (along with other collaborators) towards developing
a collaborative culture in their department and how the norms of academic reality
(e.g., the prevailing “publish or perish” culture [Cheng, 1995]) challenge the
essence of cooperation in university teaching.

This article constitutes a timely response to the need for more reflective
inquiries into the academic pressure on university scholars under the influence of
globalization and neo-liberal education policy reforms. It has been argued that
neo-liberal ideology, which emphasizes the role of the market and profit
maximization, underpins the commodification of higher education (Hastings,
2019; Zajda & Rust, 2020). At the same time, globalization has prompted an
increasing number of higher education institutions to adopt a market-oriented
business model emphasizing the corporate values and principles of accountability,
efficiency, and profit-driven managerialism (Zajda, 2020). The prevailing
manifestations of managerialism include performance reviews of teaching,
scholarship and research, knowledge exchange, service and administration. More
often than not, the ratings of such performance reviews are linked to such
monetary rewards as upward salary adjustments. With such review and appraisal
mechanisms in operation, professors and other academic staff are required to
update their portfolios of academic accomplishment periodically. Although
performance monitoring and assessment exercises can promote staff
development and professional growth, they also impose considerable pressure on
university staff members, as the results of performance reviews have implications
for such important personnel-related events as tenure, promotion and contract
renewal.

Literature Review

In this section, three key terms related to the development of collaborative culture
in teacher education are introduced. These core concepts, “collaborative culture,”
“collegiality,” and “mentoring,” which offer signposts for our navigation of
authentic peer cooperation in university teaching, will be discussed in turn and

subjected to a thematic review of literature in the following paragraphs.
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As Hargreaves and Dawe (1990) define, collaborative cultures “comprise
evolutionary relationships of openness, trust, and support amongst teachers where
they define and develop their own purposes as a community” (p. 227). Flores

3

(2004) conceptualizes collaborative cultures in a broader sense as “working
relationships  which are spontaneous, voluntary, evolutionary, and
development-oriented” (p. 300). In line with these definitions, collaborative
cultures in this article refer to the evolutionary relationships of mutual support,
trust, and sharing amongst a group of teacher-educators. In fact, a number of
studies have indicated that collaborative cultures can exert an influence on
organizational learning (e.g., Al-Adaileh, 2013; Loermans, 2002; Nugroho, 2018;
Pérez Lopez et al, 2004). For example, Nugroho (2018) contended that
collaborative cultures play a key role in decision-making in communities of
practice and have a promising influence on knowledge exchange, experience
sharing, and the dissemination of information. At the school level, collaborative
cultures can promote curriculum integration and teacher professional development
(Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990), contribute to increased commitment and better morale
among teachers (Weiss, 1999), and benefit mentor-protégé relationships (Lee &
Feng, 2007). In turn, they allow teachers to devote themselves to professional
development activities in which they can build norms of collegiality (Friedman,
2004).

However, no consensus has yet been reached on the definition of

E3]

“collegiality,” and it is a challenging term to conceptualize (Hatfield, 2006;
Schmidt et al., 2017). Some argue that collegiality comprises a set of behaviors
(e.g., Balsmeyer et al., 1996; Schmidt et al., 2017; Smyth, 1991), whereas others
regard it as a relationship (e.g., Hartle, 2004). According to Fielding (1999), the
term collegiality is synonymous with collaboration when it refers to instructional
practices in schools. As a result, following this conceptualization, in the study
reported herein, collegiality specifically refers to the collaborative relationship
between university teacher-educators and student-teachers and amongst the
teacher-educators. The development of collegial relationships amongst teachers
involves the fostering of trust, support and sharing (Ponzio, 1987). To enhance the
sense of collegiality, it is suggested that teachers have mutual interaction, make
joint efforts to develop lesson plans, conduct peer lesson observation, and provide
constructive critiques of one another’s instructional practices (Demir, 2008). In a
similar vein, faculty members can have informal interaction with one another,
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respect others’ views, promote an open dialogue on various issues, actively
interact with students, and provide mentoring programs to new faculty (Lund et al.,
2010).

A significant benefit collaborative or collegial cultures can provide is that they
can help to nurture innovations amongst educators in their instructional practices
(Jackson, 2016). To build a collaborative culture amongst faculty members from
different subfields of education, Jackson (2016) proposed that they can first make
explicit and then find commonality in their interpretation of different research
activities. In developing collegial relationships, it is beneficial for the faculty
members to identify and solve disagreements and conflicts. However, it is
noteworthy that the evolution of collaborative cultures tends to be a lengthy
process because it depends on such vulnerable human qualities as trust and sharing
(Stake, 1987). What compounds this problem is the increasingly challenging
academic workplace in which academics need to combat academic gravity. As
Jackson (2016) argues, the hectic schedules of academics make them alienated
from one another and stop them bothering to have informal chats, not to mention
develop a collaborative relationship. She suggests that the diverse research
backgrounds of academic teaching staff and their varying interpretations of
different subjective words like “respect” and “student needs” are also inhibiting
factors in the development of collaborative cultures. In addition, academics tend to
suffer from the following stressors including heavy workload, publication
production, role overload, the quest to secure research funding and the provision
of support to students, resulting in work-life conflict (Kinman & Jones, 2008).
They are under great pressure caused by an increasingly stringent performance
appraisal and quality assurance mechanism (Kinman, 2014). It has become
commonplace for the research output of academic staff to undergo critical peer
review, with research appraisal exercises in place around the world including the
Research Excellence Framework in the UK and the Excellence in Research
mechanism in Australia (Kinman, 2014). All such appraisal and evaluation
mechanisms can be attributed to the dominance of the neo-liberal ideology of
competition and cost-efficiency, which is characterized by a strong emphasis on
accountability, global competitiveness, and international university rankings
(Zajda & Rust, 2020). Affecting and even controlling academics’ careers and lives,
accountability instruments encompass ‘“accreditation, cyclical reviews, and
external evaluation by peers, inspection, audits, benchmarking, and research
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assessments” (Robertson, 2012, p. 241). Against the backdrop of globalization,
governance in higher education and policy reforms have become standards-based
and performance-driven, with a particular focus on academic elitism, quality and
standards (Zajda & Rust, 2020).

Despite the daunting challenges in developing collaborative cultures in
academia, there are opportunities for success as reported in the literature. Goode et
al. (2018), for instance, elucidated a curriculum development initiative called
Designing for Learner Success which aimed to revamp 115 vocational and degree
programs so as to improve teaching and learning effectiveness at New Zealand’s
Otago Polytechnic. This initiative adopted a collaborative approach, leading to a
change of organizational culture from academic teaching staff working with a silo
mentality to more interaction and communication amongst them. The project
consisted of four stages, namely preparation, design, development, and delivery,
following Biggs’ (2003) constructive alignment principles. To build a
collaborative team of faculty members, as Goode et al. (2018) suggest, it is
important for team members to set a shared goal whilst trusting and actively
cooperating with one another. Of equal importance is promoting open dialogue
amongst team members so that a wide range of views can be shared freely (Daspit
et al., 2013). Through developing collaborative cultures, faculty members can
interact across disciplinary boundaries to build a cross-organizational culture
(Townsend et al., 2015).

Another exemplary model for the nurture of collaborative culture, and the one
most relevant to the present study, is that reported by Edmonson et al. (2001),
although other models abound (e.g., Goldsmith-Conley, 1999; Wilbur, 1998).
Edmonson et al. (2001) describe the successful establishment of a collaborative
culture in the education faculty of a U.S. university. The model they propose
comprises five components: physical proximity, deliberate communication, shared
vision, selective hiring, and effective leadership and empowerment. Of particular
relevance to the present study is deliberate communication, shared vision, and
effective leadership and empowerment. Specifically, deliberate communication
refers to arranging regular, frequent meetings for faculty members to discuss
various issues of teaching, research, curriculum development and public outreach
and to work on collaborative projects. The deliberate communication should not
be limited to formal meetings, but rather should be extended to social activities
that can help to create a non-threatening atmosphere, thereby promoting
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camaraderie amongst the faculty. With regard to shared vision, all faculty
members should have a common goal and be the stakeholders in collective success,
which can help to build a cooperative rather than competitive work environment.
Moreover, they should be proud of one another’s accomplishments and regard
them as successes of the department as a whole. In terms of effective leadership
and empowerment, faculty members should be involved in joint decision-making
concerning not only classroom practices but also departmental policies. Whether
they are tenured professors or junior teaching staff, their views should be
considered in a fair and equal manner. The departmental head should create a
climate in which faculty members are willing to give one another both personal
and professional recognition. In addition to illustrating a model for creating a
collegial culture, Edmonson et al. (2001) underscore the significance of ongoing
efforts to sustain such a culture through continuous evaluation and nurturing.
Another construct central to the present study is mentoring, which represents a
means of developing collaborative and interpersonal relationships (Lewis &
Olshansky, 2016). Mentoring programs that emphasize such development are
envisaged as a useful vehicle for helping early-career academics to achieve career
advancement. Building mentoring relationships, however, is especially
challenging in the current academic arena in which individually delineated success
rather than collective success is encouraged (Alvarez & Lazzari, 2016). In
academia, mentors’ major responsibilities include guiding new faculty’s
publication of peer-reviewed journal articles, writing of grant proposals and
developing programs of scholarship (Zellers et al., 2008). In a broader sense,
mentoring encompasses five major roles including coach, counsellor, sponsor, role
model, and friend (Lewis & Olshansky, 2016). In a similar vein, Fullerton (1996)
proposed five roles of a mentor, namely educator, supporter, sponsor, model, and
acculturator. It is crucial for a mentor to provide guidance and support to a protégé
in a mentoring program. The primary benefits academics can derive as a protégé
from a mentoring relationship include boost of confidence as well as personal and
professional growth (Buchanan et al., 2008), resonating with Kram’s (1988)
seminal work on mentoring which pinpointed the psychological and career
functions of mentoring. To foster an effective mentoring relationship, mentors and
protégés need to build trust and rapport, have open communication, and arrive at a
clear understanding of each other’s expectations and objectives prior to initiating
the relationship (Allen & Poteet, 1999). Also helpful is sharing a professional
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vision, establishing a support network, and exchanging knowledge and
information (Lock et al., 2006).

Method and Data Collection

Reflective autobiography is adopted as the major method in this paper to illustrate
Author 1’s journey towards development of a collaborative culture. From a
methodological point of view, reflective autobiography is an important means of
advancing inquiry and knowledge (Johnstone, 1999), wherein the exploration
process is associated with “memory,” which represents a recollection of past events
(Brady, 1990). The method is also a useful tool for teacher-educators to reflect
upon their personal and professional growth (Lawson & Gaushell, 1988). Many
researchers (e.g., Brownley & Kimmich, 1999) also believe that reading an
autobiography is an act of self-discovery. Accordingly, the method is used to
recall and present Author 1’s professional developmental trajectory in teacher
education and to reflect upon his personal experience of the development process.
Reflective autobiography allows the authors to provide first-hand information on
and vivid descriptions of how Author 1 entered the academic field, struggled to
survive within it, and came to recognize the importance of peer collaboration in
university teaching.

With regard to self-reflection on the data collected, the present study involved
multiple data sources, including the minutes of meetings, records of email
correspondence and documentation from a teaching development project. To
manage the potential subjectivity and safeguard the reliability of the data
collection and analysis processes, the authors had prolonged engagement with
the data over time, as well as critical, reflexive discussions on how the data
should be interpreted. However, it should be acknowledged that although the
authors have strived to present a holistic picture of Author 1’s personal
experience in this article, similar to all qualitative research, it constitutes the
researchers’ interpretations (Carless et al., 2020). To enhance the
trustworthiness of their interpretations of the data, triangulation between the
meeting minutes, email communication records and documentation was
conducted. Moreover, data collection and interpretation operated in tandem.

The involvement of two authors also allowed critical conversations and
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reflection on data analysis with a view to minimizing the potential for bias.

It should be noted that this article is the first to report the results of the focal
project; it is not part of a larger study. All data herein are reported with
permission from the relevant parties, including the teacher-educators and
student-teachers. In their entirety, the data offer readers a comprehensive picture
of the development of a collaborative culture that emerged from a group of
university teachers from various disciplines making a joint effort to further

teacher education.

Background: Student Reflections on the Teacher Training
Program

Prior to his formal teaching on the BEd-LS program, Author 1 was invited to
observe some of his senior colleagues’ lessons and to join a series of meetings with
his colleagues (including Sunshine-mother) and different cohorts of BEd-LS
students (Years 1, 2, and 3) to discuss and reflect upon program effectiveness.
The following email exchange provides an initial glimpse of the emergence of

collegial collaboration amongst the group of teacher-educators concerned.

Dear Sunshine-mother, Author 1 may come to visit our BEd-LS class on

Monday. He is a new teaching consultant [in Science and Math education]
with experience in Science and Liberal Studies teaching. He will do school
visits for some students on Liberal Studies during the practicum. So it is

very good that he can know the students, and we can begin exchanges. Best

regards, TE1.” (personal communication, December 14, 2010)

Very nice! Thanks for keeping us together! Best, Sunshine-mother.

(personal communication, December 15, 2010)

Dear Colleagues, we are holding an assembly for Years 1 & 2 students in
the program next Wednesday. The purpose is to encourage them to take
active roles in organizing themselves and doing something meaningful
which will benefit their learning and development to become better teachers
of Liberal Studies, instead of worrying about their future competitiveness in

the job market. You are most welcome to join this assembly. Best regards,

2 TE is the short form of Teacher Educator and TE1 refers to the first teacher educator.
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TE1. (personal communication, December 18, 2010)

During these meetings, some of the student-teachers (e.g., Cream’) commented
on the Year 1 and Year 2 courses offered by the program and expressed the
following concerns:

[The] courses are not well coordinated. Some courses overlap but not do
complement or reinforce each other. Some courses are also fragmented [in
Chinese #{, san]. Very often, students are divided into groups, each of
which work on a presentation topic. But the lectures are on theories and do
not connect to the examples in the presentation topic. (personal
communication, May 31, 2010)

Cream also criticized his or her classmates’ narrow focus on their own topics,
which ultimately meant that they learnt only a part of the whole. Also,
presentations were held at the end of the lessons, permitting little cross-talk that
could have helped to broaden the student-teachers’ understanding, and there was
insufficient feedback from the lecturers to deepen their knowledge. Another
student-teacher (i.e., Astor) reflected that:

[The] class has become more divided. People fall into different social
groups of similar characteristics, and there is a decrease in communication
among classmates in Year 2. It is important that some lunchtime activities
can be arranged. Liberal Studies student-teachers should have an awareness
of the big debates going on in society, but we never hold a forum among
ourselves. (personal communication, May 31, 2010)

The foregoing comments reflect the student-teachers’ perceptions that the
teacher training program was not well-organized or that certain potential options
were under-exploited. However, in addition to these critical remarks, some of the
student-teachers, such as Kim, also provided constructive suggestions for the
program:

[W]e must learn more methods of lesson planning, we cannot do every

3 For anonymity, gender-neutral names (Cream, Astor, and Kim) are used to represent the
student-teachers on the BEd-LS program.
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lesson with the same format (e.g., providing secondary school students with
questions and data, group discussion, presentation and writing). We need to
learn more teaching methods; otherwise, secondary school students will feel
bored when we do the teaching practicum in Years 2—4. We also need field
visits; otherwise, how can we lead students in our future teaching? (personal
communication, May 31, 2010)

After receiving these comments, the university teachers (including
Sunshine-mother and Author 1) proposed holding more meetings with additional
groups of students (who had not attended the previous meetings) to listen to more
views and thus learn more about the personal learning experiences and
aspirations of those on the program. The teacher-educators involved soon
realized that, although different groups of students may prefer diverse ways of
learning, the multiplicity and sharing of learning experiences could become an
asset to the program’s integrative learning community.

In summary, the series of meetings produced two conclusions. First, the
student-teachers wanted to see courses that were better organized (via better
teacher collaboration) and more closely related to practical aspects of Liberal
Studies teaching. Second, it was agreed that teaching needed to start with
practical tasks. From there, the teacher-educators could help the student-teachers
to theorize their conceptions, helping them to recognize their problems and
directing them towards relevant concepts and theories. The meetings as a whole
constituted an important milestone in program development, as they prompted
the university teachers involved to devote extra collaborative effort to reviewing
program effectiveness. They also paved the way for an ensuing proposal to
establish a collaborative professional learning culture among teacher-educators
(including Author 1 and Sunshine-mother) in the department.

The Action Plan: The Teaching Development Project

Although Author 1 (and some of his colleagues) recognized the need for peer
collaboration after the meetings with the student-teachers, he initially had no
action plan in mind for establishing such collaboration and obtaining the necessary
financial and intellectual resources for sustaining meaningful professional
development activities. At the time, however, the university was calling for
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applications for Teaching Development Grants (TDGs), which were intended to
support projects and activities that would have a positive impact on the
development and promotion of teaching and learning at the university. A
particular aim of the TDG scheme was to encourage university teachers to work
collaboratively on large-scale projects, and it thus offered funding for the
systematic collection and analysis of direct evidence elicited from such projects.
All of the projects proposed were subjected to a stringent review by the
university’s Teaching and Learning Quality Committee (TLQC) prior to any
award of funding. Funding grants were also contingent on the submission of a
series of documents detailing the projects’ objectives, implementation plans, and
deliverables.

Although Author 1 was initially interested in applying for a TDG, he hesitated
to do so because he lacked confidence and experience in drafting detailed
proposals, and felt that he was too junior to take a leading role in coordinating his
colleagues and overseeing a large-scale teaching development project. Shortly
thereafter, however, he coincidently bumped into Sunshine-mother and had the
following conversation (recorded in Sunshine-mother’s email).

Dear TEI, just an update: I met Author 1 in the students’ canteen this
afternoon and mentioned the possibility that we could hatch a proposal as a
response [to the call for closer collaboration in teaching]. At the same time,
the TDG will also be a nice preparation for the external curriculum review
of the BEd-LS program in February 2012. Author 1 said he was going to dig
out the documents for the calls, and write up some ideas. I think we can be a
small team to hatch this proposal, and then invite colleagues to join in as a
learning network. Best regards, Sunshine-mother. (personal communication,
March 26, 2011)

As a consequence, Author 1 began to work closely with Sunshine-mother from
that day forward. They had regular meetings in the university sports center,
which was near Sunshine-mother’s home, sometimes even at night, as well as
regular telephone conversations and work sessions outside office hours.
Fortunately, they also received support from their colleagues in initiating the
teaching development project:

Dear Sunshine-mother and Author 1, as mentioned last Thursday, I
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appreciate the idea of getting colleagues together and having opportunities
to share our personal views and our own pedagogical practices. I would be
interested to join your project as a collaborator. TE2. (personal
communication, April 6, 2011)

Dear Sunshine-mother and Author 1, I have read through the proposal, and
it looks very good. I have made a few minor polishing[s], and I have a
couple of questions in red-italics that the core team may wish to consider.
Best regards, TE3. (personal communication, April 10, 2011)

Finally, after a painstaking proposal drafting process, a project entitled
“Establishing a Collaborative Culture for Professional Teaching and Learning”
(see Table 1 for further information on some deliverables of the project) was
submitted to the university TLQC. The proposal was a response to the call for
collaboration to achieve pedagogical innovations iterated in the aforementioned
student-teacher meetings, as well as to the data obtained from a number of
evaluation documents, including the university’s Student Evaluation of Teaching
and Learning and Student Learning Experience Questionnaire (SLEQ). Proposal
preparation drew heavily on analysis of these documents, which afforded
evidence-based reflection on the quality of multifaceted aspects of teaching and
learning from the perspectives of undergraduate students and university
teacher-educators. The project team arrived at a shared understanding that the
ongoing challenges encountered by both teachers and students could be
addressed through sustainable initiatives and the development of a collaborative
professional learning culture aimed at bringing about enhanced collegiality and
synergy among teachers and students.

In particular, the proposed project was intended to promote explicit professional
discourse beyond committee work to answer persistent calls for team-building,
which is a desirable but not natural part of university tradition, according to
which teaching is carried out as an individual and independent activity
(Hargreaves, 1992). Collaboration thus calls for the development of a culture in
which professional dialogues on learning and teaching take place critically so as
to address the tensions between the visible and less visible, and the immediate
and visionary, in the temporal and physical space of educational reform in
university teaching.
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The project was developed based upon the conceptual framework shown in
Figure 1 which was adapted from practical frameworks on teachers’ professional
growth that had emerged from the previous TDG projects. The project’s objective
to enhance teaching quality was situated in a comprehensive search for common
beliefs and values about effective teaching strategies among Liberal Studies
student-teachers and teacher-educators. The project sought to create a space for
dynamic learning among collaborators willing to move beyond an administrative
response to official documents to a professional response, with the ultimate goal
of constructing collaborative learning relationships between teachers and

students.
Teachers’ Reflection
? External Examiners FDPs and comments from
\Professional Response with Report 2010-2011 University Budget and
a Project Proposal Resource Committee
(Stage I, Sep.—Oct. 2011) SETL &

SLEQ ete~_

Pedagogical
Principles and
Strategies (I)

!

Integrates
Building Space for Individual feedback from
and Collective Conceptualizatio, BRI
(Stage II, Oct. 2011-Feb. 2012 Prepares
External
Curriculum Review
v 2011-2012

Collegiality and Peer Support for,
Paradigm Shift

Pedagogical Innovation as
Reflective Practitioners

(Stage III, Feb.—Aug. 2012)
l Provides recommendation Offers insights

Current 4-year BEd-LS 5-year BEd & BSoSci fom
- Programme 2012 onwards

Fostering Pedagogical @

Breakthrough
via Professional Disccourse [Capacity for Pedagogical Innovation]

Sustainable
\Q Development on
Concept and Practice

Figure 1 A Framework for a Collective Quest in the TDG Project
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With reference to the project proposal, a collaborative culture was to be
developed or strengthened through the following strategies or courses of action:
(1) Peer lesson observations, co-teaching and regular sharing sessions (see Table
2 for the proposed peer review framework) would be conducted to nurture a
collaborative culture in the workplace, and authentic lessons video-recorded to
build clear profiles of pedagogical innovation; (2) collaborative workshops
would be held to address pedagogical challenges together and develop new
insights into the participating teacher-educators’ teaching practice. The
enhancement of teaching quality was expected to be achieved through this kind
of collective pursuit rather than through individual inquiry; (3) finally, effective
communication would be strengthened through collaboration in organizing
symposia and producing research output. In this case, the development of
collegial rapport and mutual trust would be enhanced through the polishing of
manuscripts.

Table 2 Towards a Peer Review Framework for Teacher Development

Section 1

Attributes Must Be Looked at Comments

Encourage/facilitate/motivate meaningful learning
Mutual respect

Humanized way of teaching

Learning together (connection & interaction)
Respect individuality

Responsibility

Section 2

Attributes Could Be Noted Comments

Critical thinking & reflective understanding
Teacher as learner

Co-ownership/dialogue

Whole person development of students

To be a role model for students

Regard students as equal

Flexibility

After the 6,000-word proposal had been submitted, Author 1 and
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Sunshine-mother kept their fingers crossed and waited for the application results.
However, the application process turned out to be a learning opportunity for both,
proceeding less smoothly than they had expected. Six months after submission,
they received comments from the university TLQC, an extract of which is given
below.

While the cultivation of a collaborative culture for professional learning is a
laudable aim, there is a serious gap in the proposal which must be filled.
The proposal claims to address areas of weaknesses identified by various
documents, including the SLEQ. The documents were provided but there
was no analysis of the areas of weaknesses that were identified from the

data set, apart from highlighting certain bits of the text. It is not clear how a

collaborative culture will address these problems. The proposal should
contain a section which lists out and explains the areas of weaknesses
identified by the team that are to be addressed, and followed by providing
an explanation of how the courses of action will address these weaknesses,
what the expected outcomes are and how these outcomes will be evidenced
and assessed. (personal communication, October 2011)

Although the comments were rather unfavorable, the committee did offer a
chance for revisions, which provided some encouragement. However, the scale
of the required revisions was quite daunting, and some of the suggestions even
appeared unachievable. For example, the reviewers stated that: (1) Although the
proposal clearly outlined the dissemination strategies, it did not detail how the
proposed symposia would engage more broadly with academics from outside the
faculty; (2) the investigators should articulate how a collaborative culture would
address the areas of weakness identified from the dataset and explain the
intended courses of action, as well as elaborate upon the expected deliverables
and how they would be evidenced and assessed; and (3) Author 1 had no track
record of leading TDG projects.

Sunshine-mother’s immediate reaction upon receipt of these comments was to
withdraw the application and carry out the project without the support of a TDG.
However, Author 1 convinced her that the revision process would offer a learning
opportunity and that the joint construction of the revised proposal would offer a
foundation for the creation of trust in establishing a culture of collegiality,
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particularly as it would have to take place during an especially busy academic
term time period. As a consequence, Sunshine-mother and Author 1 provided the
following joint response to an administrative staff member of the university
TLQC.

Dear Quinn,* thank you very much for the reminder. We have been
consulting colleagues and working on a revised edition to address all the
queries and suggestions from the reviewers. We just need some time to seek
further responses to our revised document to complete the process of the
serious co-construction. Given that it is a busy season, and colleagues are
out in schools supervising student-teachers, we would just like to be given a
little more space before we can send you the final version. (personal
communication, October 24, 2011)

With the support of the other colleagues involved, Author 1 and
Sunshine-mother determined to continue with their TDG application. In the
process of reworking the proposal, they established an even stronger professional
relationship. The following email communication reflects the advancement of
their mentoring relationship and mutual bonding.

Author 1, I shall be sending good wishes for your excellent co-ordination of
various roles! I do hope you can capture some useful insights for the
revision of the TDG proposal. I am sure any drop of wisdom will be helpful.
After all, I do believe that our team discussion [with other colleagues] from
yesterday is also rather helpful. I am glad to report that today’s meeting has
been most fruitful, a great sense of collegiality between us and other
colleagues! Best regards, Sunshine-mother. (personal communication,
November 1, 2011)

Although he received consistently strong support from Sunshine-mother, Author
1 occasionally felt discouraged and even exhausted during the revision process, as
it was tedious and overwhelming to address the many comments offered by the
university TLQC. However, Sunshine-mother exerted herself to console him via

* For anonymity, the gender-neutral name Quinn is used here to represent an administrative
staff member of the university TLQC.



A Journey towards Collaborative Culture Development 97

emails and written communications. For instance:

[O]ur reply [the proposal revisions] will hold the administration (and the
underlying power of the system) accountable for what the TDG claims to
serve. The system is not ruling over us (poor exhausted bodies and souls
running around to serve the deadlines). If only we could find a way to serve
in dignity with a clear focus and precise articulation. Whatever the outcome,
we shall proceed in peace. (personal communication, November 26, 2011)

Eventually, the collaborative efforts of Author 1, Sunshine-mother and their
collaborators paid off. After a further three-month review, the university TLQC
accepted the revised TDG proposal and granted the project a budget of around
HK$260,000 (approximately the salary of a full-time research assistant for 18
months). The TDG project finally commenced two months after the committee’s
approval, with eight teacher-educators on board.

Academic Gravity: The Norms of Academic Reality

The successful acquisition of a TDG was accompanied by additional news for
Author 1: his promotion from fixed-term teaching consultant to tenure-track
assistant professor. On the one hand, this was good news, as after the satisfactory
completion of a six-year probationary period as assistant professor, he could
expect a substantive appointment that would confer greater job security. On the
other hand, it meant that Author 1 would now have to deal with the enormous
stress and pressure of academic reality, a reality in which the production of
top-quality publications and securing of prestigious research grants are the basis
of successful performance reviews and tenure applications. Such surveillance of
research performance and managerial systems defined by an ideology of
neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism represent policy responses to the focus on
accountability and efficiency that has become the norm in contemporary
neo-liberal higher education work environments (Zajda, 2020). Unsurprisingly,
in the wake of his promotion and the start of the TDG project, Author 1’s duties
changed from predominantly teaching to predominantly research.

Similar to many universities in the US, the criteria for tenure and promotion at

Author 1°s university are relatively broad, yet stringent. An offer of promotion or
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tenure must be approved by the vice-chancellor based on the recommendation of
the university selection and promotion committee, which comprises senior
professoriate staff, such as chair professors, in various research areas. An offer is
extended only to those staff with demonstrated excellence and evidence of
contributions in the areas of teaching, research and scholarship, knowledge
transfer, and university administrative service. For this reason, a comprehensive
and rigorous review is conducted to reach a collective final decision. To align
with international standards, an external assessment of the research achievements
and international standing as well as recognition of the tenure applicant is also
mandatory. To ensure the independence of that assessment, a minimum of six
external assessors are required to evaluate his or her profile. An applicant who
fails to achieve tenure during the probationary period will be asked to vacate the
tenure-track position or even leave the university.

These tenure and promotion criteria, which are nearly universal in academe
today, tend to promote routine norms that emphasize research productivity at the
expense of such under-rewarded activities as teaching, a situation that reflects the
current trend of neo-liberal higher education reforms that revolve around
research excellence, quality and standards (Zajda & Rust, 2020). There has been
a shift in higher education institutions from teaching to service and then to
research, as Boyer (1990) noted more than two decades ago. Boyer’s idea of
“expanded scholarship” in particular, in which university educators are
responsible primarily for the dissemination of original research at the expense of
quality teaching, raises concerns about the value and mission of tertiary
education. The growth of the audit culture (in terms of research, teaching, and
administrative duties) that increasingly governs the contemporary work of
academics, and which has been imposed by the above-described performance
appraisal and tenure review systems, has resulted in inevitable distortions in
identity and values among university educators (Butterwick & Dawson, 2005).
Part and parcel of that culture is the “publish or perish” regime (Cheng, 1995)
that has become academic reality, and sometimes creates a tension between
independence and collaboration that challenges the essence of cooperation in
university teaching. In addition, with the ascent of neo-liberal ideology in the
changing landscape of the higher education sector, many troubling changes have
taken place in relation to university research and education, such as reduced
numbers of tenured faculty, increased numbers of contract staff, and the growth
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of managerialism (Majhanovich, 2020).

In a broader sense, the pressure on academics to pursue excellence in
producing publications and obtaining research grants can be metaphorically
described as “academic gravity.” In other words, similar to the scientific concept
of gravitational field, everyone in the academic world (professoriate-level staff in
particular) is subject to the pressure of academic gravity. Taking the metaphor
further, this article also considers the concept of “weightlessness” as the exertion
of a counter-balancing force that causes an academic to feel weightless although
still subject to the pressure of academic gravity. In this state of weightlessness, he
or she feels at ease and comfortable as a result of the absence of stress and strain.
This idea of a counter-balancing force in the academic field can be traced back to
Coates et al. (2003), who believed that individual academics need to identify
mentors to guide them through their academic careers.

Returning to the story of Author 1, it is not surprising that he suffered severe
stress and burnout from taking on a heavy roster of administrative duties
following his promotion to assistant professor. His new duties included becoming
a program coordinator of a new Bachelor of Education and Bachelor of Science
double-degree program and faculty course coordinator in experiential learning. In
addition, he also endured the considerable frustration of receiving numerous
rejections of his article submissions to various journals. These rejections not only
weakened his confidence in submitting papers for publication, but also triggered
career-related fear and anxiety. The following email exchange reflects Author 1’s
frustrations.

Dear TE3, after waiting for six months, I finally got a rejection from the
journal the “Good Journal.” I felt very frustrated. I went to [a] graveyard
[wishing to dig a hole and get into it] yesterday to review the meaning of
“life.” I started to feel more and more pressure as I still have no published
paper this year, and it seems that I cannot fulfil the requirements of the
university. Do you think that we can have a short meeting concerning my
“academic” future this week before you leave Hong Kong? Best, Author 1.
(personal communication, December 9, 2012)

Fortunately, Author 1 received early career support, including academic advice
and guidance, from his colleagues, Sunshine-mother in particular, with whom he
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established a professional mentor-mentee relationship. That support is
well-illustrated by the following email correspondence.

Hi Author 1, no problem with a talk. The “Good Journal” is the top journal
in its area, and undoubtedly has a high rejection rate. It is also based in
America, which means that its reviewers will probably be looking for
American references (they are a bit stereotypical that way), and it may be
worthwhile looking for a European journal such as the “Good Journal 2.” 1
will be in most days this week, so we can meet. Best wishes, TE3. (personal
communication, December 19, 2012)

Dear Author 1, this is just a short message to cheer you up! :-D Indeed,
disappointment is challenging, especially when one works so hard on all
fronts. On the bright side, I find it extraordinary that you are given so much
feedback [from the editors of the journal], which is itself a great sign of
recognition of your achievement! There is much you can work on, and I am
happy to listen to you and bounce ideas. Strike the iron again... Talk to TE3,
and I am sure he will be helpful. Sending my warm vibrations,
Sunshine-mother. (personal communication, December 20, 2012)

Although Author 1’s academic journey at that moment was “not even [at] the
beginning of the end but, perhaps, [at] the end of the beginning” (to borrow from
Winston Churchill’s famous lines of November 1942), the peer guidance and
mental support he obtained from his colleagues greatly facilitated his
professional development. Through sharing both his internal struggle and
external struggle against the routine norms of an academic career, Author 1
learned the importance of collaboration in teaching and research and realized that
“You... never walk alone” in academic life (to quote Rogers & Hammerstein
[1945] and the Liverpool Football Club anthem).

Achieving Weightlessness through Collaborative Teaching
Development: TDG Monthly Gatherings

Although Author 1 felt a form of emotional release within the collaborative
environment created by the group of university teachers he worked with, he
knew that knowledge was what he truly needed to sustain long-lasting
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professional development in teacher education. Particularly useful in addressing
that need was the aforementioned series of collaborative workshops/monthly
gatherings organized by the TDG team to address pedagogical challenges and
develop new insights into teacher-educators’ teaching practices. The first
workshop, entitled “Unity and Diversity: Where Do We Stand?” launched the
series with an exploration of the harmony and dissonance between
teacher-educators’ values and pedagogical strategies. In that meeting, Author 1
learned that the capacity for pedagogical innovation must be rooted in a deep
understanding of teaching values and that the meaning of learning should
supersede the habitual success-failure dichotomy. In that way, pedagogical
innovation can be developed through a community in which teaching and
learning scholarship is based on authentic experiential contexts and can be made
transparent through community dialogues. In summary, Author 1 realized that,
although there will always be both unity and diversity in the teaching values and
strategies of different teacher-educators, it is the collective quest for core values
through collegial sharing that makes professional and teaching innovation
possible.

Another workshop, entitled “Can Brainwashed Teachers Avoid Brainwashing
Students?” focused on authentic reflections drawn from two cases of teaching
post-graduate students presented by two early-career academic staff members to
the TDG project collaborators. The tension between teaching and research was
addressed in relation to the appraisal mechanism, which, although a worldwide
phenomenon, is seldom recognized as a powerful brainwashing device for
enforcing the view of education as a service, students as clients and knowledge
as a commodity. Several meaningful questions were asked in the meeting, such
as “Are we [teacher-educators] all inevitably brainwashed for survival?” and
“Are we necessarily conforming to the implicit expectation [to serve] our students
as customers?” In reality, for many students, the desire to earn high marks may
simply be a natural continuation of the way in which they acquired the necessary
qualifications to attend university. Brainwashing may be another term for
“spoon-feeding,” a necessary evil that prepares students for survival in a highly
competitive academic environment.

Another constructive workshop was called “Interrogating Ourselves: A Critical
Review of Our Practice as Teaching Practice Supervisors.” It focused on the
supervisory relationship, and discussed the collected views of university
supervisors who had observed the student-teachers’ lessons during their teaching



102 FUNG Dennis, LIANG Weijun (Tim)

practicum. Whilst teaching practice supervision takes up a huge amount of time
and energy for many teacher-educators, it is also a major focus for
student-teachers, who must cope with the anxiety of meeting the expectations of
different teacher-educators who may or may not share a common understanding
of the meaning of the teaching practicum. In this workshop, Author 1 realized
that a collaborative culture vision enables teacher-educators to identify themselves
as teaching practice supervisors situated in a community with a shared
commitment to the enhancement of learning and teaching quality, particularly in
the supervision of student-teachers’ teaching practicum. Owing to space limitations,
a short review of the TDG monthly gatherings is relegated to Table 3.

Table 3 Review of TDG Monthly Gatherings

Date Topics and reviews

e Unity & Diversity: Where Do We Stand? Framing the TDG project “Developing
Collaborative Culture for Professional Learning”

ggp tzeérllger The first one in September 2012 began with a philosophical stance on unity and diversity
’ in considering the quality of our practice, as we were trying to free ourselves from a
success-failure dichotomy in our perceptions of teaching and learning
o Can Brainwashed Teachers Avoid Brainwashing students?
The October 2012 discussion challenged us to question whether we are inevitably
October brainwashed by the powerful waves of appraisal mechanisms and the emphasis on
25,2012 grades to take knowledge as a commodity, education as a service and students as
clients. The discussion challenged us to seek for harmony between our brainwashed
existence and our attention to higher university aims
e What Are They Here for?
In November 2012, we further addressed the tension between vocational and intellectual
training in university education. In December 2012, we had a virtual gathering, when
November . . . L
the project collaborators were interviewed individually to speak to core values,
29,2012 . S . L .
pedagogical principles and strategies for actualization. The data were given a
preliminary review in January 2013 among our project collaborators, as we began to
recognize the challenges against a collaborative culture which this project aims for
February e Education as Transformati\(e Leadership: An Exploration for Core Valu.es
22 2013 In February 2013, we considered transformative leadership as a possible road ahead
’ while remaining conscious of seeing only the tip of an iceberg
March 28 o Paralleled Exploration of Core Yalues: Voices from Student-Teqchers
2013 > In March 2013, the pre-TP interview data from student-teachers in parallel to those from
university teachers were analyzed and compared
o Interrogating Ourselves: A Critical Review of Our Practice as Teaching Practice
April 22 Supervisors . . . . . . .
2013 ’ The tegcher—educators llnkf:d thls TDG seminar with previous ones ( - in the series of
seminars?) through sharing interview data from some teaching practicum supervisors
on the university-school “gap”
e May Symposium: Celebration for Year 4 Graduation
In May 2013, we celebrated Year 4 graduation by conducting a post-TP symposium,
May 29, . . A . . S
2013 during which student-teachers’ opinions and university teachers’ ideas were exchanged

concerning five major issues and a lively metaphor drawing activity, ending up with a
gratitude session given by student-teachers

(To be continued)
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(Continued)

Date Topics and reviews

e Refinement of a Blunt Instrument into a Transformative Scalpel. Is there such a
distance between the university, teachers and students: Perhaps it is a matter of

precision?
June 17, In June 2013, by opening up the space to explore the professional university-wide peer
2013 review measurement, we came to a consensus that what we want to do is an alternative

peer review practice. It should become a framework instead of an instrument, it is
non-political, and the ultimate impact should be the development of teaching and
learning rather than measuring or even accusing colleagues

e Towards a Peer Review Framework for Teacher Development

The gathering in September 2013 was a continuation of the June gathering. We carried on
constructive, open and critical dialogues towards the first draft of the value-oriented
peer review framework, which indicated that plenty of modifications were still needed
in order to guarantee the feasibility of the proposed peer review framework

September
30,2013

Ways to Be Weightless: The Story of Collaboration Continues

Through the ups and downs of the TDG project and its aftermath, Author 1 has
grown from a junior academic uncertain about his career development to a
recipient of a faculty Outstanding Teaching Award (which he received two years
after project completion). He has become more confident in maintaining a
weightless mind-set that allows him to cope with both external and internal
pressure. To a large extent, he ascribes his professional growth to the
collaborative culture nurtured by the TDG project, as the two years spent
interacting and collaborating with his colleagues greatly strengthened his teaching
confidence and competence. The peer lesson observations were particularly
helpful.

In the hopes of furthering the collaborative culture that has now been
established, and as a way of paying tribute to Sunshine-mother for the important
role she played in his own professional development, Author 1 has taken the
initiative to extend the TDG project (without funding support) and involve more
junior colleagues. Although Sunshine-mother has now formally retired, her
relationship with Author 1 remains close. The email below, in which
Sunshine-mother congratulates Author 1 on his Outstanding Teaching Award and
expresses how thrilled she is for him, offers a glimpse of how their professional
partnership has turned into a lifelong friendship.

Dear Author 1, indeed, I am happy for you!!! As you can see, God is

gracious to you, despite your groans about leaving the Faculty [for
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sabbatical leave] in poverty... :-). I am sure the award does not only mean
survival with confidence, but also your capacity to thrive and do GOOD, to
contribute to the culture with a value of collaboration, when we are, by
default, prone to competition, and self-boosting, as paradoxically
encouraged by the dominant discourse/culture. We are under a spell/curse to
be self-seeking. As God’s children, we are set free to be under the system
without being imprisoned. Allow the sunshine-boy to go on with a
strengthened identity of being not just OUTSTANDING, but also
DIFFERENT! With beaming vibrations, Sunshine-mother. (personal
communication, November 9, 2015)

Discussion and Implications

Influenced by the forces of globalization and the dominant ideology of
neo-liberalism, the commodification of higher education has accelerated.
Adopting a market-oriented business model, an increasing number of higher
education institutions are relentlessly formulating performance-based policies
and employing various performance appraisal mechanisms to closely scrutinize
university academics’ performance, especially the amount and quality of their
research output. Central to such neo-liberal governance in the education arena are
productivity, efficiency, global competitiveness and profit maximization (Zajda,
2020). Consequently, the effects of academic gravity can be felt in many aspects
of academics’ professional lives. This article illustrates the journey of a junior
academic (i.e., Author 1) as he struggled to find a way to combat academic
gravity in the increasingly competitive world of academe. The support of
Sunshine-mother, in particular, demonstrates the importance of mentorship in
facilitating the professional and affective development of junior academics
(Schrubbe, 2004). Not only did Sunshine-mother encourage Author 1 to take the
initiative in the TDG project, offering him a valuable opportunity to meet and
learn from colleagues, but her constant encouragement and guidance gave Author
1 the stamina to persevere and strive ever harder whenever academic gravity
threatened to pull him down to earth. On the other side of the coin, Author 1’s
participation in preparing and revising the TDG proposal also helped
Sunshine-mother to see alternative ways of implementing the TDG project.

Whilst the relationship between Sunshine-mother and Author 1 was not one of
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strict mentorship, their rapport and collaboration throughout the project is
evidence of the clear benefits of engaging senior and junior academics within a
department in dynamic interactions in which they share experience, resources
and vision in working towards the common goal of building a collaborative
culture. As bumpy as Author 1°s academic career journey has at times been, he is
certain that it would have been much longer and contained many more
impediments had it not been for the timely support of Sunshine-mother and other
senior colleagues. Sadly, not all junior academics have the good fortune to
encounter a senior colleague so willing and able to offer such valuable coaching
for their academic development. From the institutional perspective, Author 1’s
story has significant policy implications, demonstrating the importance of
providing junior staff with proper professional support to help them to adapt to
and withstand the force of academic gravity. It also implies that pairing up senior
and junior academics is a good starting point for initiating a peer-coaching
program (Huston & Weaver, 2008).

In a broader sense, the successful launch of the TDG project discussed above
exemplifies how a collaborative culture can be fostered by bringing together both
senior and junior teachers from different disciplines to allow experience and
energy to converge and create a platform to which everyone can contribute and
from which everyone can benefit (Burbank & Kauchak, 2003). Peer lesson
observations, co-teaching, and monthly gatherings provided the teachers in Author
1’s story with precious opportunities to advance inquiry and share insights, as
well as ample room for independent reflection and pedagogical innovation. They
thus offer a possible way of dealing with the tension between independence and
collaboration. Teachers can commit to improving their pedagogical capacity and
exploring research innovations at the same time as contributing to the exchange
of knowledge, skills and values with colleagues. Whilst no one can claim to
completely escape the attraction of academic gravity, effective coaching and
collaboration can give one the strength to withstand it and counter the pressure of
today’s competitive academic world.

Perhaps more importantly, the successful fostering of a collaborative culture
through the TDG project reported above may deepen our understanding of the
extant literature on frameworks for building collaborative cultures. Consistent
with the collaborative approach adopted in Goode et al.’s (2018) “Designing for
Learner Success” project as discussed in the Literature Review section, the
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present project successfully engaged a team of teacher-educators in working
collaboratively by setting a shared goal (i.e., to enhance the learning and teaching
quality of the BEd-LS program) and encouraging mutual trust and support
amongst the teacher-educators. This project also echoes Edmonson et al.’s (2001)
exemplary model of developing a collaborative culture in an Education Faculty
at a university in the US. Also situated in the context of a university Education
Faculty, the project reveals the elements of “deliberate communication,” “shared
vision,” and “effective leadership and empowerment” to be particularly helpful
for the nurturing of collaborative cultures, although the elements have a different
embodiment in the project compared with Edmonson et al.’s (2001). In the
present project, “deliberate communication” was achieved in the form of 13
monthly gatherings to provide teacher-educators with a space for exchange of
reflections on and insights into critical issues of teaching and learning and for a
collaborative quest for core values. Monthly gatherings were preferred to
monthly meetings because they are more informal in nature and can thus help to
create a friendly and relaxing atmosphere, thereby extending deliberate
communication to informal social interaction. Deliberate communication was
also facilitated through teacher-educator collaboration in organizing symposia
and co-authoring research papers. With respect to the second element, a “shared
vision,” all of the teacher-educators participating in the project demonstrated a
strong commitment to enhancing the quality of learning and teaching on the
undergraduate program concerned when they engaged in collaborative activities.
Their joint endeavor to conduct peer lesson observations and co-teaching
contributed to collective success in accomplishing the project goal. The third
element, “effective leadership and empowerment,” plays a particularly
significant role in the project’s overall success. Specifically, the project was led
by one senior faculty member (i.e., the mentor Sunshine-mother) and one junior
member (i.e., the mentee Author 1), with project collaborators being both
experienced and early-career faculty members from various disciplines. The two
leaders managed to empower all members to participate equally in joint
decision-making regarding pedagogical principles and strategies and to share
their ideas and expertise in relation to pedagogical innovations through the
monthly gatherings. In this sense, lessons learned from the successful launch of
the project deepen our understanding of the key elements for the success of
fostering a collaborative culture.
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Finally, and importantly, this article offers further interpretation of the

<

constructs of “collaborative cultures,” “collegiality,” and “mentoring.” As noted
in the Literature Review, “collaborative cultures” can be synonymous with
“collegiality,” whereas “mentoring” is an effective way of actualizing both. In a
similar vein, this article further suggests that mentoring can go hand in hand with
a teacher professional development project that aims to develop a collaborative
culture and collegial rapport. In other words, mentoring is a means of nurturing
collaborative cultures and perhaps vice versa. In addition, the courses of action
used in the project to achieve that aim ranged from peer lesson observations,
co-teaching, regular sharing sessions to collaborative workshops, which offer
practical implications for alternative ways of creating collaborative cultures aside
from those reported in the previous literature (e.g., Daspit et al., 2013; Demir,
2008; Lund et al., 2010). When it comes to a mentor’s roles, this article
accentuates Sunshine-mother’s roles of coach, counsellor, role model, and friend
in particular, which is in agreement with what Lewis and Olshansky (2016)
argue.

Conclusion

This article documents the way in which a junior academic coped with the
challenges posed by academic gravity against the backdrop of globalization and
neo-liberal higher education policy reforms. Employing a reflective
autobiography approach, the article draws on multiple sources of data collected
from a teaching development project. The significance of the findings reported is
threefold. First, the findings highlight the central roles that coaching and a free
rein (i.e., weightlessness) play in the professional growth of junior
teacher-educators under the strong pressure of academic gravity. Second, the
article provides insight into the benefits of placing senior and junior academic
staff members in a mentor-protégé relationship and demonstrates how the
benefits for the protégé can be maximized through a combination of coaching
and a free rein. Third, the successful establishment of a collaborative culture
through a TDG project advances our knowledge of existing frameworks for
building a collaborative culture while providing further interpretation of the

29 ¢

concepts of “collaborative culture,” “collegiality,” and “mentoring.”
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Appendix 1

Table A1 Liberal Studies Curriculum in Hong Kong Secondary Schools

Areas of study

Independent Enquiry Study (IES)

Self & personal development

e Module 1: Personal development &
interpersonal relationships

Society & culture

* Module 2: Hong Kong today

* Module 3: Modern China

* Module 4: Globalization

Science, technology, & the environment

* Module 5: Public health

* Module 6: Energy, technology & the
environment

Curriculum aims

Students are required to conduct an IES, making use of
the knowledge and perspectives gained from the
three Areas of Study and extending them to new
issues.

To help students develop their IES titles, the following
themes are suggested.

* Media

* Education

* Religion

* Sport

e Art

* Information and communication technology

(a) To enable students to develop multiple perspectives on perennial and contemporary issues in
different contexts (e.g., cultural, social, political, and technological contexts)
(b) To help students become independent thinkers so that they can construct knowledge appropriate

to changing personal and social circumstances

(c) To develop in students a range of skills for life-long learning, including critical-thinking skills,
problem-solving skills, communication skills, and information technology skills

Additional resources

(a) Additional Liberal Studies teachers will be provided to reduce class sizes
(b) An additional 35 hours of training will be provided to in-service Liberal Studies teachers

Source: Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong Examination and Assessment

Authority, 2007.
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