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Cross-cultural collaboration in teacher training: Creatively solving challenges

The Reform
The State of Qatar is currently engaged in significant reform efforts in many areas, one of which is the Education for a New Era initiative, development of which began in May 2001.  The goal of this initiative is “to create a modern, world-class education system that provides Qatari children with the skills and capabilities they will need to compete in the global economy of the 21st Century” (Supreme Education Council, n.d., para. 6).  Qatar is currently converting all public schools into government-funded independent schools, where operators are able to choose the teaching philosophy and methodology to which they will adhere.  As opposed to the rote learning emphasis of the former schools, independent schools focus on hands-on learning and problem solving.  Comprehensive national curriculum standards were developed in four core subject areas:  English, Mathematics, Science, and Arabic.  Mathematics and Science will be taught in English.  In order to implement these significant changes and to achieve the goal of the reform, highly trained teachers are needed.  In addition to large scale professional development programs, the Supreme Education Council supported the development of the Primary Educator Preparation Program, a collaborative effort between the University of Qatar and Texas A&M University.

University Partners
The universities involved in the development and delivery of the program are very different.  Texas A&M University (TAMU) is a co-educational, secular university in the United States, and Qatar University (QU) is a conservative institution of Islamic values with segregated campuses. TAMU faculty teach in English, and in the QU College of Education, all courses were taught in Arabic.  At TAMU, teacher training programs are field-based and taught in a very interactive, problem solving style; faculty teaching methodology courses are required to meet certification standards and have at least three years teaching experience.  At QU the emphasis is on direct instruction and faculty are not required to have a background in education.  In terms of students, TAMU is a public university and students have varied backgrounds.  Over 70% of the students at QU are female and the students tend to be very homogenous.  
Primary Educator Preparation Program
The program was developed by faculty from both universities, who spent one year planning and developing course syllabi, as well as learning about each other’s unique culture.  Each class (with the exception of Arabic Teaching Methods) was co-taught by TAMU and QU faculty.  The program was post-baccalaureate and students attended six months of intensive English language instruction, followed by a year of course work (30 credit hours).  The program also was field-based, which was a new educational concept for both students and schools in which practica occurred.  The program was administered initially by the Supreme Education Council, who continues to fund it, but in the second year, administration was passed to Qatar University.
Collaboration Challenges and Solutions
There were many challenges faced during the first year of implementation which required creative solutions.  Even though there had been a year of planning, the faculty did not really understand the degree of change that would be occurring and the growing pains through which they would be progressing as these very significant changes were implemented.  

Systems
The first challenges were related to faculty and students basically operating under different systems.  Since faculty were co-teaching, they had to address different academic styles and different cultures, as well as language differences.  Traditionally, Arabic faculty tend to work individually (Sadiq, 2006) and this program required collaboration, including co-teaching of classes.  Faculty soon realized the need for continuous communication and regular meetings.  The grading systems were also different and a grade of D had been considered passing at QU.  These students were expected to have a C in each course to continue.  This put a great deal of pressure on students, as well as faculty.  
Another systematic challenge was that the schools were not operating under the model of the program.  The program trained classroom teachers, and schools were operating with subject area teachers.  School personnel were not familiar with the concept of field-based teacher training.  Some schools had never been visited by teacher trainees before.  Teachers and administrators for the most part had not participated in educator training programs themselves and did not really understand the program.  Teachers, never having been mentored themselves, did not understand the concept of mentoring.  The schools themselves were struggling with the new reform policies and were trying to figure out how to train their existing teachers.  Everything was so new they did not know how to add the responsibility of trainees.  In some cases, program students had more training than their mentor teachers.  Faculty had to meet with administrators and brainstorm how to make the field-based program beneficial to both parties.  Training for mentor teachers was developed and teachers were given certificates for attending.  

One of the positive results of this situation was that the program students were forced to build leadership skills as they dealt with these issues.  The students themselves realized the need for additional training and many attended professional workshops in the evenings.  They joined professional organizations and three students made their own presentations at the Qatar TESOL Conference.  Two graduates have already been placed in administrative jobs in schools; exemplifying the great need for professional training in the schools.
Language
Language and communication were and continue to be one of the greatest challenges faced in the implementation of the program.  Several QU faculty had limited English skills, primarily from lack of practice.  TAMU faculty spoke no Arabic.  Many of the students had almost no English, and in fact after the first set of courses, the number of students dropped from 64 to 25.  TAMU faculty were forced to pare readings to what was most critical, as well as work with students on how to effectively use text books.  QU faculty have greatly improved their English through teaching and collaborating in English.
Culture
The disparate cultures involved in the implementation of the program required the greatest deal of adjustment, and probably the most significant changes to all involved.  The College of Education is housed on the men’s campus and program courses were taught there.  This resulted in many women not being permitted to participate in the program.  However, in September 2006, the wall between the two campuses was opened and faculty and students in the program can move freely from one campus to the other.
Other problems arose due to TAMU faculty’s lack of cultural knowledge of the students in the program.  Faculty would observe student behavior, such as arguing and bargaining over grades, and assumed that was part of the culture.  Students would leave the classroom for up to 45 minutes “to say their prayers.”  It took a great deal of collaboration and communication with QU faculty to learn what was acceptable and what was not.  TAMU faculty soon learned to ask QU faculty whenever they noticed anything that seemed problematic.  Usually, it was not a cultural issue, but an example of students trying to get away with something.

Expectations
The greatest challenge for students was that they were to be trained to teach four subjects (English, Arabic, Mathematics, Science) in one year.  In the former government schools a teacher would teach only one subject and would be involved in direct instruction for 10 hours a week.  Additionally, the program was intensive and students were expected to read large amounts in English and gain teaching skills in a relatively short time period.  The issue of consistency of grading between TAMU and QU faculty also became an issue.  Faculty had to collaboratively adjust expectations, giving consideration to the fact that students were second language learners.  A positive result of this was that rubrics were collaboratively developed and grading discussed to improve consistency.  
Technology
The capstone product of the program was for students to develop an electronic portfolio.  The use of technology was relatively new to some QU faculty and some of the students in the program had never touched a computer keyboard.  One significant change to the program was that a technology course was added to the prerequisite English language training.  Other programs in the college are now planning to introduce the electronic portfolio to their students and several faculty are developing their own.  QU faculty are now using on-line resources and making them available to students, as well as participating in international videoconferences. 

Future Plans
As the second year of the Primary Educator Preparation Program begins, new challenges continue to arise.  One of the biggest challenges is the relatively low prestige given to the profession of teaching in Qatari society.  With the current economic boom there are many jobs open to Qataris.  Families are now allowing females to pursue careers other than teaching and nursing (Al Misnad, 2006).  Teaching has been seen as a job to be filled by expatriates, while Qataris want to fill the jobs with greater status and salaries.  Qatar University is launching a huge recruitment campaign to recruit people into teaching.  Part of the campaign is to educate the citizenry about the value of teaching to improve the perception of the field.

Another significant issue faced by the program is the lack of requirements in terms of preparation for teachers.  Persons wishing to teach have a choice of either attending a rigorous one year training program or entering the job market without training.  In fact several students who began the English instruction in the spring 2006 semester were hired as teachers prior to beginning the actual training portion of the program in the fall 2006 semester.  

Finally, the development of a part-time, evening program has generated interest among male teachers, which presents a new set of challenges to the program.  Several faculty will not teach male students.  Female students may choose to or be forced by families to drop the program if males are in the same classes.  

Program faculty will continue to work together to address these issues and others that certainly will arise.  In the face of such significant changes, and the push to implement them as quickly as possible, faculty must continue to have open discussions and collaboratively problem solve.  The journey has just begun, but the challenges and the opportunity for cross-cultural learning have made it very exciting and very rewarding. 
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