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Designing and Refining Lessons With Colleagues:
Tips for Constructive Friends

Many teachers have had limited opportunities to collaborate with their peers. Thissection
describes one way to collaborate: by being a constructive friend.

What is a constructive friend?

A constructive friend is a person whom we turn to or invite to question our educational
actions and decisions. He or she stretches us to articulate precisely our rationale for those
decisions and helps us to see important information from a different perspective.
Constructive friends are careful to take the entire context into consideration before offering
feedback. Yet, while their main purposeis to provide support, they are not afraid to
confront uswith issues in order to help us become more than we ever thought possible.

How can a constructive friend help with my professional growth?

Congtructive friends are good listeners and problem solvers who help us sort out our think-
ing and make sound decisions. They ask provocative questions that help us define our
expectations and intentions, help us realize when our expectations for ourselves and others
aretoo low, and tell us when our actions don’t match our intentions. Such dialogue helps us
grow professionally in ways that readings, conferences, or classes cannot.

What should I look for in a constructive friend?
Constructive friends possess certain core qualities:
* Respect
o Trust
* Rapport

In addition, they:
o Listen well.
¢ Clarify ideas.
* Encourage specificity.
* Fully understand what is being presented.
* Fully understand the context of the work.
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* Fully understand the desired outcomes of the work.
» Offer value judgments only when the learner asks.
* Respond to the learner’s work with integrity.

* Act as an advocate for the success of the work.

Constructive friendsavoid:

* Being negative—they are an advocate, not acritic.

» Participating without being invited to participate.

* Any conflict of interest or conflict of values with the project methods, and hiding
any personal agenda (they may have an agenda that is complementary to the
project’s, but it must be shared with the participants at the time of their first
interaction).

* Holding a stake in the problem being addressed without receiving permission
from the participants to do so.

* Dishonesty and vaguenessin their responses.

* Being judgmental .

* Directing the project—they are there to provide support.

How does the constructive friends process work?
A typical processincludes these steps:

* We, aslearners, describe a practice, such as alesson or teaching strategy, and
request feedback from our constructive friend.

* We set desired outcomes for our conference (allowing us to be in control of the
feedback).

* The constructive friend asks questions in order to understand the practice described
and to clarify the context in which the practice takes place.

* The constructive friend provides feedback about what seems significant about
the practice.

* The constructive friend raises questions and critiques the work, nudging us to see
the project from different perspectives.

* Both participants reflect on the points and suggestions raised or suggestions
or advice that seem appropriate to the desired outcome.
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Appendix I: Constructive Friends Feedback Form

Thoughts from a constructive friend

for

Name Date

| particularly liked . . .

You might want to look at these resources . . .

Did you think about . . .

| wondered about . . .

|’ ve been successful with similar activitieswhen . . .
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