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Abstract 

This paper reports on the experiences of teacher educators while working collaboratively 
with schools in a number of research and professional development projects. These include 
the Innovative Links Project (1994-1996), the National Middle Schooling Authentic 
Assessment Research Circle (1997) and the School-based Research and Reform Project 
(1998-1999). 

Extensive data collected from seven teacher educators over an eighteen month period 
during the Innovative Links Project is presented, together with insights from more recent 
projects. The researcher examines the extent to which the expectations of such projects are 
achievable in the light of the prevailing conditions in schools and universities. She argues 
that a range of personal, structural and cultural conditions inhibit the achievement of some 
project expectations, and that what is needed when embarking on such projects is a realistic 
evaluation of what is possible and what is not. She concludes with recommendations for 
developing a greater level of compatibility between project expectations and the conditions 
that impact on participants. 

  

Introduction 

Over the past five years the author and a number of other teacher educators from the 
University of South Australia have worked as "academic associates" in several collaborative 
research projects with schools. These have included the Innovative Links Project (Innovative 
Links between Schools and Universities for Teacher Professional Development (1994-1996), 
the National Middle Schooling Authentic Assessment Research Circle (1997) and the 
School-based Research and Reform Project (1998-1999). Each of these projects had 
particular expectations of the ways the university participants would work with school 
participants, encapsulated in descriptors such as "partners" "collaborators", "critical friends" 
and "consultants". This paper reports on research the author conducted into the experiences 
of the seven teacher educators who worked in the Innovative Links Project in South 
Australia. The research reveals that for these teacher educators, the expectations of that 
Project that school and university participants would work in "partnership" proved to be 
problematic because of the personal, structural and cultural conditions which impacted on 
participants at that time. The author then draws on experiences in later projects to look at 
what forms of collaboration are possible in the light of these conditions. 



Background 

There has always been some expectation that teacher educators should work with schools 
in their attempts to provide the best possible education for the teachers of the future. In the 
past this expectation has been confined largely to the placement of student teachers in 
schools for fieldwork, with teacher educators visiting at regular intervals for the purposes of 
clinical supervision. More recently, in some countries, there has been a move towards a 
closer relationship between teacher educators and school based educators in which they 
collaborate in both the design and delivery of teacher education courses. For instance, in 
Britain there has been a move towards a much greater proportion of teacher education 
courses becoming school-based, with teachers and teacher educators sharing the 
responsibility for delivering the content (McIntyre, Hagger and Burn, 1994). 

As well as greater collaboration on the delivery of teacher education, there is a growing 
trend for schools and universities to collaborate in professional development and research 
programs. In the USA this has led to the creation of Professional Development Schools, in 
which teacher educators and teachers engage in collaborative professional development 
activities (Center for Educational Renewal, 1994). In Australia, the 1999 Accord with the 
Teaching Profession committed all funding for professional development to programs 
promoting partnerships involving teacher organisations, education authorities and 
universities. 

There are a range of reasons for this trend towards higher levels of collaboration between 
schools and universities. These include a belief that there are improved learning 
opportunities for both teachers and teacher educators when they work together (Garmston, 
Lindner and Whitaker, 1993; Louden, 1992; Yeatman and Sachs, 1995) which, in turn, have 
the potential to bring about reciprocal development in both schools and teacher education 
programs (Center for Educational Renewal, 1994). Sachs (1997) highlights increased 
relevance of educational research as a further benefit of greater school/university 
collaboration, as well as the potential to break down isolation and positively change the 
climate of schools and universities. 

There is recognition, however, that although such collaboration has the potential to be 
beneficial, it can also be problematic. Goodlad (1990) and Gore (1995) point to features of 
universities which discourage teacher educators from more actively involving themselves in 
professional learning through closer links with schools; features such as the low esteem or 
priority of education programs within schools of education, especially programs with school-
based field service, and the lack of rewards for academics engaged in practical school-
based activities compared to other research. The literature also explores the dilemmas and 
challenges experienced by both university and school-based participants in negotiating 
partnerships in which power is shared equally and learning is reciprocal (Zeichner, 1994; 
Haggerty and Postlethwaite, 1995; Messner and Rauch, 1995) It is generally recognised that 
for such partnerships to be successful, there needs to be significant changes in the cultures 
and structures of both organisations in order to create conditions which facilitate reciprocal 
professional development of teachers and teacher educators. (Nystrand, 1991; Somekh, 
1994) 

The Study 

The Innovative Links Project was an action research based professional development 
project initiated in 1994 as a National Professional Development Program. The grantee for 
the project was the National Teaching and Learning Consortium and comprised 14 
universities at 16 campuses, each of which hosted a Roundtable consisting of academic 
associates and representatives from schools, employers and the National Schools Network. 



The project was funded on a year by year basis until the end of 1996. Schools involved in 
the project worked with academic associates to use collaborative action research to 
implement programs of school reform aimed at improving teaching competencies and 
learning outcomes for all students. 

In the first year of the Project in South Australia, five schools were selected and were 
teamed with six teacher educators (two university participants worked as a team in one of 
the schools) A sixth school joined the Project in the second year, and a further teacher 
educator replaced one person who retired from the university. Most of the teacher educators 
were invited to participate because of their work in the "Teacher Development" specialisation 
of the Master of Educational Studies. All were members of the University's two Schools of 
Education and when the Project began they were spread across three metropolitan 
campuses. Each participant had a history of working closely with schools through the 
practicum, consultancy and/or collaborative research projects. 

Each university participant opted for a school which was planning to research an aspect of 
school reform with which he/she had some previous experience or current interest. A 
significant factor for two of the university participants was that their schools were in country 
locations which meant that opportunities for face to face contact were limited to once or 
twice a term. In the metropolitan schools university participants were able to attend the 
school on a more regular basis. 

This study was conducted over the final eighteen months of the Project. Data was collected 
through three semi-structured interviews between the author and each other university 
participant at regular intervals throughout that period. All interviews were taped and 
transcribed. The author's research journal was also used as a source of data. 

Expectations of the Innovative Links Project at the national level 

The Innovative Links Project's aim was "to provide professional development opportunities 
for teachers working in partnership with ‘academic associates’ from the university sector." 
(National Teaching and Learning Consortium, 1994, p 1) This overall aim was translated into 
a number of expectations of school and university participants. Schools were expected to be 
affiliated with a Roundtable for up to three years; to engage in research work reform in order 
to facilitate improved teaching competence and the enhancement of the learning of students 
and to release one or more staff members to provide research leadership. (National 
Teaching and Learning Consortium, 1994). There was also an expectation that reform would 
involve the majority of staff at the school and that schools would engage in some form of 
written reporting (National Steering Committee, 1994). 

The expectations of university participants as "academic associates" were described in the 
original submission as providing, as appropriate: 

• access for teachers to current research and theory in relation to the area of concern; 
• access to other schools and teachers who have been undertaking work in a similar 

area of concern; 
• a ‘critical friend’ with whom teachers can discuss aspects of the school program; 
• a conduit for learning about current school practices, issues, and concerns by other 

teacher educators from their own university and others associated with the 
Consortium (National Teaching and Learning Consortium, 1994, p 5) 

Implicit in the final dot point above is the expectation that the university participants would be 
active learners in the partnership. 



Expectations of the Innovative Links Project at the state level 

At the state level, the University of South Australia Roundtable emphasised and elaborated 
the national expectations about the use of action research and placed considerable 
emphasis on the principles of social justice underpinning research and reform. In the first 
year of the project university participants organised workshop sessions at Roundtable 
meetings to help school particpatns to develop and use knowledge and skills in action 
research and critical reflection. The university participants also interpreted some of the 
national expectations to fit with their particular areas of personal commitment and expertise. 
These included encouraging school participants to document and interpret research through 
the use of reflective journals and to report on their research processes and outcomes 
verbally and in writing. 

University participants' personal expectations 

University participants cited a number of reasons for agreeing to participate in the project. 
Chief among these were their perceptions that collaborative work with schools was highly 
relevant to their work as teacher educators and would further develop understandings of 
aspects such as school improvement, teacher professional development, school based 
curriculum development, social justice, reflective practice, school organisation and 
management and different levels of schooling. 

I needed to do it for my own professional development, to be involved in an 
action research project in practical terms, knowing about the theory of it and 
also having an interest in middle schooling (University Participant E, Interview 
1, 7/6/96) 

University participants also saw the collaborative work with schools as an opportunity to 
develop stronger links between schools and the university, contribute to significant change in 
schools and apply theory to practice. A further attraction was the opportunity to work with 
like-minded colleagues. 

If you want to test your ideas and your notions about the way things might 
proceed at either secondary or primary, it's good to try and implement them 
with like minded colleagues working in those areas. And that would have 
been a long term benefit I would have seen for myself in the Links Project. 
(University Participant F, Interview 1, 6/6/96) 

I was on the look out for anything new and innovative and this certainly 
sounded it, because it had the double edge - it was to do with teacher 
professional development and our professional development through working 
with schools more closely. (University Participant C, Interview 1, 31/5/96) 

For some of the participants the decision to participate was also informed by their 
perceptions that there was pressure form university administrators to become more involved 
in research, consultancy and publication. They saw the project as an opportunity to achieve 
some of these outcomes. The fact that the project provided some funding for release time 
was an added incentive. 

When viewed in total, the combined national, state and personal expectations for university 
participants in this particular construction of partnership can be summarised as: 

• providing expertise in the school's focus area for reform and in action research 
• acting as a critical friend to schools and promoting a focus on social justice 



• engaging in collaborative learning as a means of improving teacher education 
• developing stronger links between schools and the university 
• contributing to significant change in schools 
• achieving research and publication outcomes valued by the university 

Although it is possible with the benefit of hindsight and research data to identify these 
expectations, they were not clear to participants at the beginning of the Project. This meant 
that one of the initial challenges for university participants was living with uncertainty about 
the Project and their roles within it. 

It wasn’t really clear what’s expected when, by whom and for what reason. So 
I felt a little bit as if I was stepping into the dark ...that I didn’t really know to 
my own satisfaction what exactly the project was going to be about. 
(University Participant E, Interview 1, 7/6/96) 

Even the person who took on the role of coordinating the Project in the first year had little 
idea of what was expected 

... working in the dark on a new project without specific guidelines about how 
it should look and how it should run was hard I reckon. I found that stressful 
because schools and fellow colleagues were asking me questions ... but I 
didn’t have the answers and no one else did. (University Participant C, 
Interview 1, 31/5/96) 

For some, these feelings of uncertainty remained throughout their involvement. 

I think for me a challenge has always been trying to work out for myself what 
my role is and ... establishing that in the schools, and it comes from certain 
feelings of uncertainty. (University Participant G, Interview 1, 4/6/96) 

The lack of clear expectations and role definitions meant that, in practice, there were 
considerable variations in the ways schools approached reform and research and in the 
ways that university participants interpreted their roles. The next section of the paper 
examines the university participants' perceptions of the ways they engaged with the Project 
expectations. 

  

Providing expertise in the school's focus area for reform and action research 

The expectation that university participants would provide expertise in the school's focus 
area for reform and action research proved problematic in a number of ways. Even though 
there was some attempt to pair schools with university participants who had an interest in, or 
some previous experience in the schools' focus area, this was only possible for some of the 
areas of reform. For some university participants the school's focus area was one with which 
they had little familiarity, leaving them feeling anxious about their ability to respond to this 
expectation. 

Both the schools I worked in focussed on critical reflection and at that stage 
that wasn't something I felt that I new that Much about … it did make me 
worry about whether I would actually be able to meet their needs. (University 
Participant G, Interview 1, 4/6/96) 



For other colleagues, action research was a relatively unknown process: 

(I felt) uncertainty about whether I was well enough versed in action research 
myself. (University Participant E, Interview1, 7/6) 

A further problem was that the university participants were aware that in many schools there 
is suspicion that those in universities are highly theoretical, out of touch with the realities of 
schools and prone to making unfair judgements about school colleagues. All were keen to 
break down these perceptions and did not want to present themselves to schools in the 
guise of "experts", but rather as fellow inquirers into reform and good practice. 

Going in there as a University person was a bit difficult for me because they 
had a certain perception of me as an expert, as someone with expert 
knowledge when that wasn't the way I wanted to go in there at all. (University 
Participant C, Interview 2, 6/10/96) 

Where some university participants did assume the role of organising professional 
development activities and providing reading material for school, they were sometimes 
frustrated by the teachers' unwillingness to give their time, either because of the hectic 
nature of their professional lives, or because they saw their commitment to teaching as 
confined to the hours of the school day. 

Some of them were originally hesitant to do any work in between workshops 
because they're so busy, so wanted to use the workshop time to do some 
reading as well and writing. (University Participant D, Interview 1, 7/6/99) 

Everyone indicated that they wanted to have more time off for professional 
development but they weren't prepared to stay on any later. (University 
Participant E, Interview 2, 3/10/96) 

Although schools made a commitment to undertake action research when they joined the 
project, and the early Roundtables also focussed on this expectation, there was 
considerable variation in the extent to which schools took a research-based approach to 
their reform. This was partly because there were varying levels of commitment to, and 
previous experience in action research amongst school participants, school leaders and 
university participants. The schools that used the methodology most rigorously were those 
where both school and university participants had previously used an action research 
approach to change. The difference in schools levels of engagement in action research can 
be seen in the contrasting perceptions of two of the university participants: 

It has been a reduced commitment to the actual action research and in talking 
to people almost an uncertainty about the usefulness or validity of that tool as 
a research tool. I suppose that's not unusual in this era of accountability and 
quantitative, observable, measurable stuff - that we're trying to continue with 
the qualitative approach. (University Participant E, Interview 2, 3/10/96) 

I've been really impressed with the way (the school) have run with the action 
research model and have been careful about the rigorous data collection, you 
know to the point where they had data overload. (University Participant B, 
Meeting, 23/9/96) 

In those schools that did take on an action research approach, the university colleague took 
a leading role in supporting the research through information, dialogue and, in some cases, 
active involvement in data collection. It was clear to these colleagues that action research 



placed demands on teachers' time and energy that were often in conflict with the heavy 
workload and highly structured time commitments in schools. 

Overall, one thing that came out of this meeting for me was the enormous 
task action research is for teachers. Asking them to meet regularly, plan and 
implement data collecting, analyse data and then write a report for other 
teachers is the equivalent to a mini research based thesis, yet they are doing 
this for purely professional reasons and get no credit in terms of an increased 
qualification, more pay or credit in an academic course. (University 
Participant G, Journal, 7/6/98) 

One of the things I wish I'd pushed rather more in terms of an accountability 
factor would have been the keeping of diary notes, journals and having 
meetings to talk about how the action research side was influencing and 
informing classroom practices and professional practices of the teachers, 
because I almost felt that that really didn't happen. (University Participant E, 
Interview 2, 3/10 96) 

  

Acting as a critical friend to schools and promoting a focus on social justice 

There was a common interest in social justice and critical reflection across several of the 
university participants, and this was also a focus in three of the initial school applications for 
funding. As a result there were activities at a number of Roundtables that explored critically 
reflective issues and processes further and most university participants interpreted the role 
of "critical friend" as one of trying to challenge school participants to question their reforms 
from a social justice point of view. This role proved to be a challenging one to enact in 
practice, as university participants found that critical reflection was a difficult and 
uncomfortable inclusion in the normally comfortable and supportive culture within some 
schools. 

It's been a really salient lesson to me about the very practical difficulties that 
teachers have maintaining that critical perspective and I've learnt a lot and I'm 
a lot more tolerant now of the agendas teachers run … and the nice 
arrangements they have within schools to support each other and to reinforce 
what they do. (University Participant C, Interview 2, 6/10/96) 

I think they know what critical reflection is but I think knowing it and being 
able to do it are two different things and I don't know that when you listen to 
them talk or even when you read what they've written you'd see any burning 
examples of anyone really doing that. (University Participant G, Interview 3, 
10/3/97) 

It still seemed to me that every time I've been at (the school) that it's a 
tremendous struggle and I just felt a personal frustration in not seeing them 
actually move … the teachers held particular views and no matter how we 
confronted those views in various ways it just reinforced those views 
(University Participant D, Interview 2, 2/10/96) 

Most of the university participants entered the Project believing that regular documentation 
in reflective journals was one strategy that would help teachers to take a more critical stance 
towards their research and reform work. What they found in reality was that most teachers 
did not want to engage in regular writing. For some teachers this was because of the many 



competing demands on their time, and for others it was because they did not consider 
writing to be a useful tool for reflection, 

I'm really looking at dialogue as a form of reflection because I don't find 
writing works so well for teachers. (University Participant G, Interview 2, 
22/10/96) 

I no longer try to encourage them to maintain journals … there are other ways 
in which we can maybe provoke reflection but there just seems to be 
enormous difficulties, industrial ones and personal ones, which just seem to 
militate against it. (University Participant D, Interview 1, 7/6/96) 

Despite these difficulties, most university participants felt that schools gained something 
from having the chance to interact with someone from outside of the school situation. 

… (the school participants) were saying that the questions that I'd asked were 
challenging and took them to another level of understanding and being 
prepared to explaining. (University Participant B, Interview 1 4/6) 

  

Engaging in collaborative learning as a means of improving teacher education 

One of the things that initially attracted the university participants to become involved was 
the opportunity to work in a team with like-minded colleagues. All participants felt that they 
had benefited to some extent from the collaborative learning through the Project. 

I've learnt a lot from people like (other university participants) and I wouldn't 
have had that strong collegiality I don't think had we not been in it together. 
So the cross campus barriers have just been blown away, I think. I feel part of 
the faculty here … and that wasn't the case mid 93/94. (University Participant 
C, Interview 1, 31/5) 

Part of me has stayed in because I like the colleagues I'm working with. A sad 
side of that is that we just haven't got together as frequently as would have 
been really nice. (University Participant D, Interview 1, 7/6/96) 

  

However, a disappointing aspect of the Project for all university participants was the lack of 
opportunity to meet for planning and de-briefing on a regular basis. Although those on the 
same campus were able to support each other informally, through corridor and staff-room 
conversations, there were very few occasions when the whole team was able to meet 
together. 

I'd like to have time for us, the teacher educators in this, to share these sorts 
of thoughts with each other. What do we think has happened? And to be able 
to do that in a critically collaborative way. (University Participant E, Interview 
1, 7/6) 

And I guess one of the sad things … (is) that we haven't got together very 
often as a collaborative group to share a lot of things that we're coming 



across and how we're understanding what we're doing. (University Participant 
D, Interview 1, 7/6/96 

So it's breaking down that isolation thing and we talk about that with teachers 
but … we as academics have a long way to go as well in breaking down that 
whole isolationist culture. And it's getting worse because of the competitive 
nature we're working in. Everyone's got to publish; everyone's got to do this. 
(University Participant B, Interview 3, 10/3) 

Participants felt that the main obstacles to regular meetings were the separation on different 
campuses and too many competing demands on available time. 

Not only were there limited opportunities for the university participants to work 
collaboratively, but they were so busy working in the schools that they did not have the time 
or energy to inform colleagues about the Project. This meant that any expectation that there 
would be "spin offs" in non-participant staff's understandings of school reform were 
misplaced. A further consequence of this lack of communication was that the participants 
received little or no recognition or acknowledgment from leaders or colleagues. In fact, some 
of the participants felt that their work in the Project damaged relationships with colleagues in 
that they were seen as shirking some everyday responsibilities in favour of working with 
schools in the Project. 

You'd have to say a constraint … would probably be not having this kind of 
work valued by members of your immediate department that … whole thing of 
being seen as shirking or not being available for other duties because you've 
got a Roundtable or you're due in a school. (University Participant G, 
Interview 2, 22/10/96) 

Although the opportunities for collaborative learning proved to be disappointingly scarce, 
university participants were able to identify many positive outcomes from their work in the 
Project. At a personal level some colleagues reported greater confidence and self-esteem in 
regard to their work with schools. 

I guess for me there has been big outcomes in terms of my confidence about 
being able to work with teachers as opposed to work with student teachers. 
(University Participant G, Interview 1, 4/6/96) 

They also cited improved understanding of school research and change, school reform in 
particular areas such as middle schooling, teachers' work, school context, reflection and 
critical reflection and project facilitation. 

I've been involved in action research projects I guess for the last six years 
and it's this one which is really extending my understanding of the possibilities 
and problems … and so it's new learning which has been really significant to 
me. (University Participant D, Interview 1, 7/6) 

The project has probably served to recharge me in my interest… in the 
middle years of school and my reading and background in that. (University 
Participant E, Interview 1, 7/6/96) 

Most university participants felt that their work in the schools had enriched their work as 
teacher educators. 



One is that feeling of authenticity in my position, that … as well as teaching 
about curriculum development I'm actually working with teachers in 
curriculum development, and so it's like I said before, it's adding real integrity 
I think to my courses because I can call on examples all the time. (University 
Participant D, Interview 1, 7/6) 

I got a very good feel of what it was like for my students to go out "prac 
teaching" in some of these environments. (University Participant F, Interview 
1, 6/6/96) 

Overall, however, there was a shared perception that the Project was largely focussed on 
school participants’ learning, and that the benefits for university particpants' learning tended 
to be incidental. 

I think it would have been really powerful for us as Uni colleagues working 
together and secondly to be able to say back to the schools while we met, 
"This is what we're finding out," so that we did get that on-going two-way 
dialogue. (University Participant B, Interview 3, 10/3) 

Develop stronger links between schools and the university 

In several of the schools, university participants found that the processes for decision 
making and communication about the project did not extend to all staff and that only a small 
percentage of staff were actively involved over the life of the Project. Many staff members 
remained largely unaware that any kind of school/university collaboration was occurring. A 
consequence of the limited involvement of staff was that university participants developed 
strong links only with those who were heavily involved, rather than with school staffs as a 
whole. However, they felt that even this limited contact with staff resulted in a greater level of 
understanding and respect for the teachers and their work. 

I've been absolutely impressed with the quality of the academic, moral and 
intellectual quality of the people who have been involved, the school-based 
people… and sometimes I think with our daily grind we sort of forget that 
there are some highly committed and intelligent people out there who are 
working in extremely challenging conditions. (University Participant A, 
Interview 2, 25/10) 

I would have regarded all of the teachers I came into contact with as being 
highly professional. (University Participant F, Interview 1, 6/6) 

There was also the perception by most participants that the collaboration with schools had a 
positive effect on school participants' perceptions of academics. 

This particular process of creating school/university partnerships with support. 
I think it's a good way of getting university staff into schools in a non-
threatening way where they're part of a team and where they're contributing 
work. (University Participant A, Interview 2, 25/10/96) 

… really breaking down the barriers between the schools and universities. 
Letting the schools know that in universities there are still people who are in 
touch with teaching. (University Participant E, Interview 3, 20/3/97) 



A concern expressed by some university participants, was that of balancing their 
involvement in schools in such a way that they did not take too dominant a role in the reform 
process. 

I guess I have been saying that maybe the process has been controlled too 
much by me but it may not be the case. (University Participant D, Interview2, 
2/10/96) 

Finally, for some university participants who were closely involved with schools over a 
number of years, there was a strong sense of loss when the time arrived for the schools to 
move on independently. 

I guess it might be like being a TRT in a school… you know you're there for a 
short-term contract and then when the time comes up sort of no one wants to 
know. They say goodbye, thank you very much and you're off. But there's a 
sense of, Hang on I've put a lot of time into this. I feel a sense of belonging 
here in some way but that's not being acknowledged." So there are those sort 
of emotions that go along with it. (University Participant D, Interview 3, 
20/3/97) 

Contribute to significant changes in schools 

On entering the project university participants were optimistic about the opportunity to 
contribute to teacher professional development and school reform. All were able to identify 
some positive changes in schools over the life of the project, particularly in approaches to 
teacher professional development. 

So the obvious professional development outcomes for teachers as a school 
are that they have been able to create a model for professional development 
which is self-determined, to put it into practice and seek the support they 
needed. (University Participant A, Interview 3, 20/3/97) 

In terms of teachers taking charge of their own professional development 
within the context of the school it's been very successful. (University 
Participant E, Interview 3, 20/3) 

I think the strongest aspect would be what they learned about action research 
and then facilitating that. (University Participant B, Interview 3, 10/3/97) 

However, having worked with schools for significant periods of time (two to three years) 
most colleagues expressed some frustration and concern about the slowness of the change 
process and the lack of tangible evidence of significant change. 

I guess what I'm saying here is that for the time, effort, energy, money that 
has gone into some aspects of the Project, particularly in the schools, there 
seems to have been, in my opinion, very little significant outcome, other than 
at the most humanistic level of feel good stuff. (University Participant E, 
Interview 1,) 

… an enormous amount of time and energy from a number of people has 
been invested in this … Roundtable and I guess I'm sufficiently bottom line to 
say, "What's been the product? What's come out of it? What's changed for 
teachers in terms of their practice or their working conditions? What's 
changed for their students?" (University Participant F, Interview 1, 1/6/96) 



University participants felt that although significant change occurred for some individuals and 
groups in the school, it had proven difficult for most schools to achieve school-wide change 
in the limited time frame of the Project. 

It just reinforced what I'd known from all the change literature - how hard it is 
to work school-wide and get the kind of commitment that you get in a small 
group. (University Participant C, Interview 1, 31/5/96) 

I guess we're getting close to the bottom line now as to just what sort of 
impact it's had on particular individuals and whether it's sort of played itself 
out in terms of student learning outcomes. But it's very difficult for me to be 
confident to say that quite a number of teachers at (the school) have been 
moved quite significantly. (University Participant D, Interview 3, 20/3/97) 

Some of the factors which were seen as impeding school-wide change included high staff 
turnover, competing demands on teachers' time, restrictive school structures and a 
percentage of staff who were resistant to change. 

There was also growing recognition by some university participants that significant changes 
in practice were preceded by changes to teachers' thinking which were not easily observed 
or measured. 

And that's something I've had to come to grips with I think is recognising ... 
you can't measure outcomes necessarily by any observable change in 
practice, that if you've got changes in the way people think that might take 
quite a long time to actually be able to be seen in practice. (University 
Participant G, Interview 2. 21/10/96) 

It's one of those unmeasurable things that you don't know how you'll ever see 
the impact. I don't know whether it'll have any effect at all. (University 
Participant B, Interview 2, 21/10/96) 

  

Achieve research and publication outcomes valued by the university 

The Project occurred at a time when there was intense pressure on university staff to earn 
money through research, consultancy and publication and to complete higher degrees. 
Although the university participants were aware that this Project was not funded sufficiently 
to have much significance in this regard, they entered it with an expectation that it would 
provide opportunities to produce the kinds of research and publication outcomes valued by 
the University. Instead, most found that their ever-increasing workloads, together with the 
time demands of working closely with the schools, largely prevented them from devoting 
time to their own writing, or to meeting regularly to engage in collaborative research and 
documentation. 

… we could have applied for a research grant on several occasions, even a 
small one, to get the uni colleagues to talk about what they're doing. 
(University Participant B, Interview 1, 4/6/96) 

We were too bloody busy doing other things usually. And that relates back to 
our workload … it was tacked on to what we normally did. (University 
Participant C, Interview 2, 6/10/96) 



It seems to me that in any of these things it's up to the individual to make it fit, 
that we don't get concessions of time or of responsibility or anything else to 
make it fit. You just do everything else and you fit that. (University Participant 
A, Interview 2, 25/10/96) 

They did, however, support schools to write about their work reform. This occurred largely in 
response to a decision made at the Roundtable level to produce a book of case studies in 
the second year of the Project, and a further series of broadsheets in the final year of the 
Project. To a large extent this expectation was pushed by the university participants and 
DETE representatives at the Roundtable, but school representatives were in agreement that 
some form of documentation was a good idea. When it came to the actual writing of these 
case studies, university participants found that there were few school participants with the 
time, experience and inclination to produce case studies of the quality needed for publication 
for a wider audience. It largely fell to the university colleague and one school participant in 
each school to both draft and polish the school’s case study. 

A frustration for the university participants in this time-consuming writing process, was that 
the final products did not meet the criteria used for the Research Quantum, and so were not 
recognised in the University’s reward structure. 

It's a real dilemma because of that work not being recognised and I mean I 
have decided to at least acknowledge myself as editor on each of those five 
(case studies) but that will count for absolutely nothing within our structure 
and apparently our book form last year and all of that, none of that is 
recognised. (University Participant G, Interview 3, 10/3/97) 

  

What made engaging with the Project expectations so problematic? 

The university participants' perceptions of their involvement in the Project revealed that they 
experienced considerable difficulties in meeting the expectations of partnership. These 
difficulties can be attributed to the conflict between the expectations and a range of 
personal, structural and cultural conditions that impacted on the working lives of the 
university participants. 

At the personal level, confusion about what was expected, beliefs about how academics 
should work with schools and feelings of professional vulnerability arising form perceived 
lack of experience and/or expertise, all made the university participants' personally 
demanding and involvement stressful. 

A range of structural conditions in both the schools and the university also made it difficult 
for either teachers or the university participants to fully meet the expectations of research 
and collaborative learning. In schools, the rigidity of school time structures, whereby 
teachers have the majority of their time committed to in class teaching or other professional 
commitments, meant that project participants found it difficult to find the time to meet 
together, meet with the university colleague or engage in reading, writing or action research. 
This condition was compounded by the intensification in the teachers' and university 
participants’ workload arising from staff reductions, cost cutting and an ever-increasing influx 
of bureaucratic requirements. Although there was a small amount of funding made available 
to university participants, the amount was not sufficient to buy release time from teaching, 
and although buying release time from marking was an option, it was often impossible for 
participants to find a suitable qualified person to undertake the work. For the two university 
participants working with country schools, distance was seen as a further inhibiting 



condition. The fact that there was no significant release for project coordination also meant 
that none of the university colleague put in the time and effort needed to promote the project 
within the university, and so it remained a largely unknown quantity to most non-involved 
staff. This situation was compounded by the fact that the seven participants were spread 
across three different campuses. 

There were also cultural factors that had an impact in both work sites, and were the cause of 
a considerable amount of frustration for university participants. In particular, some teachers' 
perceptions that professional development should only occur within school hours meant 
there was a lack of interest in some of the research, reading and writing activities that the 
university participants saw as important. The comfortably collaborative environment in some 
schools meant that many teachers were unconfortable with the level of challenge involved in 
the critically reflective processes being advocated by the university participants. 

At the university, the predominant culture of isolation, together with the lack of structures to 
support communication, meant that the university participants found it difficult to find 
opportunities to collaborate with each other and did not communicate their learning from the 
Project with other colleagues. The high value placed on academic research and publication 
was in conflict with the school-based work of the Project, and was not recognised as 
important within the university reward structure. 

Recent experiences 

Experiences in two more recent projects have confirmed that there is always a range of 
hindering conditions present in school/university collaborative ventures. For instance, the 
four university participants who participated in the Middle Years of Schooling Authentic 
Assessment Project found that distance, the structuring of time in schools, intensification of 
workload, cultural differences between school and university participants and feelings of 
professional vulnerability gave rise to significant tensions over the life of the Project 
(Johnson, Peters and Williams, 1999). However, there were a number of differences in the 
way this Project was structured that enabled the university participants to more effectively 
engage with the expectations. These included much more substantial funding for the 
involvement of the four university participants, which enabled some release from university 
workload and enabled one university colleague to take on the administration of the Project 
and employ two part-time administrative assistants. There were clearer and more specific 
expectations of the ways school and university participants would work together, with the 
main focus of the collaborative work being materials development (a set of curriculum 
materials and a Project research report). Although this focus was a source of pressure for all 
participants, it gave a clear direction for their respective roles and guaranteed outcomes that 
were recognised within the university reward structure. 

The School-based Research and Reform Project, a South Australian Project funded by 
DETE, has also been structured in a way that has benefits for the three university 
participants. This Project has no expectation that university participants will work as partners 
in the schools’ research. Rather they are funded to take on the role of consultants who work 
closely with the DETE based Project Manager to plan and facilitate Roundtable meetings for 
participants. The focus in these meetings is on providing participants with opportunities for 
sharing, critical reflection and professional development. University colleague spend the 
majority of their time and energy in the Project working with the Project Manager to devise 
processes and materials that will help to scaffold teachers development as action 
researchers and critically reflective practitioners. The Project Manager takes the major role 
in supporting each school in their research and reform work, although university participants 
make some time available to individual schools on the basis of need. 



The clear and realistic expectations of how the university participants will use their time in 
this Project, together with adequate funding for release, has meant there have been more 
opportunities for the university participants to work as a collaborative team on researching 
their own practice, which in turn has meant a greater output of academic writing. The 
opportunity to collaborate with a highly skilled Project Manager from DETE has meant that 
university participants feel their own professional learning about ways to scaffold research 
and reflection for participating teachers and their own teacher education students has been 
enhanced. Finally, the less intense relationship with individual schools has proven to be less 
emotionally demanding and stressful (Johnson, Johnson, Le Cornu, Mader and Peters, 
1999). 

Conclusion 

The study of South Australian teacher educators' work in the Innovative Links Project, 
together with the analysis of recent experiences in two other collaborative projects, indicates 
that school/university collaboration can be fraught with difficulties for university participants. 
This is particularly so when the Project expectations are in conflict with a range of personal, 
structural and cultural conditions which impact adversely on participants. Expectations for 
university participants working with schools need to be framed with these adverse conditions 
in mind. The following recommendations are aimed at avoiding some of the pitfalls that can 
occur in school/university collaborative work. 

When planning collaborative work with schools, university participants should: 

• recognise the emotional demands of collaborative work and establish mechanisms 
for personal support. 

• clarify expectations of roles and expectations prior to committing to the collaboration 
and ensure that these are realistic in the light of prevailing personal, structural and 
cultural conditions. 

• negotiate sufficient financial resourcing to enable administrative support and some 
release from normal workload. 

• plan and implement communication structures that will facilitate both collaborative 
learning for university participants and sharing of insights with university leaders and 
colleagues who are not involved in the Project. 

• allow for the cultural differences between schools and universities in planning what 
will be done. In particular planning should take account of the different valuing of 
theory and practice, and comfortable collaboration and critical reflection between 
university and school participants. 

• recognise that changes in practice need to be preceded by changes in thinking about 
practice and the assumptions, values and beliefs that underpin it. This means valuing 
changes in thinking as important outcomes from research and development work, 
even if changes in practice are not discernible in the short term. 

• recognise that to achieve significant school wide outcomes can take many years, 
certainly more than the limited life of most funded projects. 

• have realistic expectations about the extent to which collaboration can be school 
wide, and help schools to plan and implement strategies for informing and consulting 
those who are not involved throughout the process. Particular attention needs to be 
paid to developing effective strategies for informing and consulting staff members 
who are new to the school. 

• monitor the time and energy demands of research and development partnership 
work and adjust expectations, processes and time-lines accordingly. 

• think strategically when planning the research and publication outcomes of 
collaboration, so that where possible they conform with those valued by universities. 



• lobby university administrators to recognise school-based research and publication 
as worthy of recognition in university reward structures. 

Finally, although this paper concentrates on the many challenges faced by university 
participants in collaborative work with schools, it must be stressed that every one of the 
teacher educators whose views have been reported in it would agree that the benefits do 
out-weigh the difficulties. In the words of one participant: 

It has been a real turning point in my professional life and … it's hard to even 
list all the things that have come out of it. (University Participant G, Interview 
3, 10/3/97) 
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