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Abstract 

This paper reports on the findings of PhD research into the conditions that supported and 
hindered the achievement of expectations in a school/university research and development 
partnership. It presents a framework for thinking about the personal, structural and cultural 
conditions that are influential in three phases of partnership projects: 1) the initiation phase; 
2) the implementation phase; and 3) the reviewing outcomes phase. It explores a number of 
themes that are interwoven with these conditions: ownership; the affective dimension; time 
and workload; views of teaching, learning and research; and professional development and 
educational change through partnerships. A series of recommendations is made for 
improving future school/university research and development partnerships. 

  

INTRODUCTION 

The past two decades have seen a growing impetus for schools and universities to work in 
partnerships aimed at reciprocal development. This impetus has been fuelled by the belief 
that there are improved learning opportunities for both teachers and teacher educators when 
they work together (Calhoun, 1993; Garmston, Lindner & Whitaker, 1993; Louden, 1992; 
Yeatman & Sachs, 1995) which have the potential to bring about improvements in both 
schools and teacher education programs (Center for Educational Renewal, 1994). Sachs 
(1997) highlighted 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 can be beneficial, it is often 
beset with problems and uncertainties. Goodlad (1990) and Gore (1995) pointed to features 
of universities which discourage academics 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 has also explored 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 (Haggarty & 
Postlethwaite, 1995; Messner & Rauch, 1995; Reimer & Bertram, 1994; Zeichner, 1994). In 
particular much attention had been paid to the difficulties teachers and academics face in: 

• negotiating democratic relationships (Sealey, Robson & Hutchins, 1997; Turner 
Field, Hoffman & Cohen, 1999); 

• reconciling disparate goals and reward systems (Smedley, 2001; Whitford and 
Metcalf-Turner,1999); and 

• managing time and workload (Jasman, Cooper & Klemm, 2001; Smedley, 2001). 

  

It has been recognised that for such partnerships to be successful, much more needs to be 
learnt about how to create conditions, which facilitate reciprocal learning of teachers and 
academics (Nystrand, 1991; Somekh, 1994). The research reported in this paper illuminates 
the personal, structural and cultural conditions that were influential in supporting or hindering 
South Australian participants to achieve the expectations of the Innovative Links Between 
Schools and Universities for Teacher Professional Development Project (Innovative Links 
Project). 



THE STUDY 

The Innovative Links Project was an action research based professional development 
project initiated in 1994 as a National Professional Development Program across all states 
and the Northern Territory in Australia. Its primary objective was "to work towards improved 
educational outcomes for all students in schools" through the improvement of work 
organisation practices in schools, the development of schools as learning communities and 
the exploration of new possibilities for teacher education and professional development 
through school/university partnerships (National Teaching and Learning Consortium, 1994, 
p. 3). The project was funded on a year-by-year basis from April 1994 until March 1997. 

As participants in the project teachers and academics were expected to: 

• use action research to implement programs of schools reform; 
• engage in professional discourse and critical reflection; 
• engage in professional reading and writing; 
• engage in reciprocal learning about teaching, learning and educational reform; 
• translate learning into improved teaching and learning outcomes for students; and 
• develop stronger links between schools and the university. 

Over the three-year life of the Innovative Links Project in South Australia, six schools and 
seven academics (including the researcher) were involved. Two of the schools were primary 
schools (Years R-7), two were high schools (Years 8-12), one was an area school (Years R 
- 12) and one comprised Years 5 - 12. Two of the schools were in country locations. The 
academics were drawn from the University's two Schools of Education and when the project 
began they were spread across three metropolitan campuses. Each academic had a history 
of working closely with schools through the practicum, consultancy and/or collaborative 
research projects and each worked closely with one of the participating schools. 

This study was largely qualitative in nature and used an interpretative methodology which 
attempted to make sense of the subjective meanings of participants (Neumann, 1997). Data 
were collected through observation, document analysis, interviews and a written survey of all 
teacher participants. 

The findings reported in this paper are only a small part of a much bigger study that aimed to 
illuminate participants' perceptions of their experiences of professional development and 
partnership through the Innovative Links Project. Only the findings about the conditions that 
supported and hindered the achievement of project expectations are presented, together 
with a number of related themes that were interwoven with the findings. It was not possible 
within the word limit to provide examples of the specific data upon which the findings were 
based, but such examples can be seen in a number of other papers about the research (for 
example, Peters 1997; 1998; 1999; 2001) 

  

CONDITIONS THAT SUPPORTED AND HINDERED THE ACHIEVEMENT OF PROJECT 
EXPECTATIONS 

The study found that there was a range of personal, structural and cultural conditions that 
influenced the extent to which expectations were achieved for different phases of the project. 
A summary of these conditions is shown in Table 1. 

  



Table 1 

Conditions That Supported And Hindered The Achievement Of Project Expectations 

  Personal 
Conditions 

Structural Conditions Cultural 
Conditions 

Initiation 

Phase 

Needs 

Propensity for 
risk-taking 

Selection 

Consultation 

Time for processing and 
planning 

Expectations and 
goals 

Valuing Reciprocity 

Implementation 

Phase 

Adaptability 

Expertise & 
Experience 

View of inquiry 

Time: for implementation 

Integration with Workload 

Access to information and 
decision making 

Ethos 

Facilitative 
Leadership 

Collective view of 
inquiry 

Valuing Reciprocity 

Reviewing 
Outcomes 

Phase 

Perception of 
student and 
teacher learning 
as core business 

Assessment, feedback 
and reflection 

Time for reviewing 
outcomes 

  

Shared perception 
of student and 
teacher learning as 
core business 

Agreement on what 
counts as 
improvement 

Valuing Reciprocity 

  

Rather than discussing each condition in isolation, clusters of conditions will be explored in 
relation to a number of overarching themes that emerged as central to the extent to which 
project expectations were achieved. These are: 

• developing ownership; 
• managing the affective dimension; 
• managing time and workload; 
• reconciling views of learning, teaching, research and reform; and 
• achieving professional development and educational change through partnership. 

  

 



DEVELOPING OWNERSHIP 

Day (1999) attributed " a sense of ownership" to "participation in processes of decision-
making" (p. 155). The research showed found that participants were helped or hindered to 
develop a sense of ownership of the project by the extent to which: 

• they thought the project would meet personal needs 
• expectations and goals were democratically negotiated. 
• equitable strategies were developed for selection, consultation and access to 

information and decision making; and 
• facilitative leadership was practised. 

  

Personal Needs 

All of the academics and many of the teachers who became involved in the project were 
invited to do so, but the study revealed that those who became heavily involved also had 
personal/professional needs that coincided with aspects of the project. Not surprisingly, 
considering the isolated nature of many educators' working lives (Coaldrake and Stedman, 
1999; Hargreaves, 1992; Little, 1999), the opportunity to collaborate with colleagues was a 
source of motivation for many. The other major source of motivation for teachers was the 
project's overall emphasis on improving educational opportunities for all students, while for 
most of the academics, the related focus of developing a more socially just society was one 
that was of particular interest. According to Fullan (1999) both of these sources of motivation 
can be described as the "moral purpose" that inspires educators to strive for ongoing 
improvement of practice. 

At the micro level moral purpose in education means making a difference in the life-
chances of all students - more of a difference for the disadvantaged because they 
have further to go. At the macro level, moral purpose is education's contribution to 
societal development and democracy.' (p. 1) 

  

Democratically negotiated expectation and goals 

In much of the advice written about collaborative projects, emphasis is placed on shared 
ownership of the project agenda through a democratic process of negotiating expectations 
and goals (Maxwell, 2000; Potter, 1999; Grundy, 1996; Russell & Flynn, 1992). 

This project was framed by an extensive set of expectations of teachers and academics that 
were devised by the National Teaching and Learning Consortium and circulated to 
participants in the initial proposal. Academic and teacher participants were not involved in 
negotiating these expectations but it was assumed that they would have the opportunity to 
interpret them at the local level. In particular it was assumed that participants would be 
involved in negotiating what would be the school's focus for educational reform (within 
specified national priorities), who would be involved, the ways processes would be 
incorporated and the role to be played by their academic associate. However, the research 
showed that only those with leadership responsibilities in the project, primarily the 
academics, the school-based research coordinators and some school leaders, were 
provided with sufficient information to be able to develop a comprehensive knowledge of the 
expectations. These key players took responsibility for communicating expectations to other 
participants and interpreting them for the local context. This meant that the majority of 



participants became familiar only with those aspects of the expectations that were prioritised 
by those with the greatest access to knowledge, and were also reliant on their 
interpretations. 

In each school, clear goals for reform and teacher learning were identified as part of the 
initial application process, but in most schools most staff had only limited involvement in the 
goal setting process. The academics did not take the time to identify goals for the academic 
team. They were too busy responding to the immediate pressure for action on a series of 
fronts to establish the project and support the schools to start their reform agendas. In doing 
so they took on the "role of the benevolent educator who must altruistically serve those who 
are in need - school teachers (Feldman, 1993, p. 342). This meant that they had neither 
goals nor an agenda for their own learning as a team. Feldman (1993) cited this as a 
common problem in school/university collaboration: 

But focusing solely on the needs and concerns of the school teachers, 
university researchers face the uncertainty of not knowing whether the 
research will aid them in attaining their goals, such as generating 
propositional knowledge or publishing in refereed journals. (p. 343) 

  

Equitable Strategies for Selection, Consultation and Access to Information and 
Decision Making 

At the university, and in most schools, leaders targeted specific people or focus groups for 
involvement in the project. In doing so, they selected those who they thought were interested 
in the focus of reform and/or were part of a focus group and/or were likely to have an 
influence on colleagues. The idea of "starting small, and with people who are basically on 
side" is one that is advocated by Hattam, McInerney, Lawson and Smyth, (1999) as 
essential to significant school reform. They suggested that "the knowledge developed by a 
school-based investigation might be represented to a larger section of the school to promote 
debate and action more widely in the school" (p. 27). There is no doubt that in involving a 
small group of interested staff members, leaders were hoping that they would begin a "ripple 
effect" that would have organisation wide implications. However, by specifically targeting 
those teachers who they thought were most likely to achieve successful change, they risked 
alienating from the beginning those who saw project involvement as the province of the 
favoured few. The findings revealed that there was a significant proportion of staff in each 
school, and at the university, upon whom the project had little impact and some of those 
developed a cynical view of the change process and those who were initiating it. 

The study revealed that consultation in the initiation phase of the project and access to 
information and decision making in the later phases was based on a hierarchy of status 
within the project. At the top of the hierarchy were the project developers, who constructed 
and disseminated information to Roundtable Conveners. It was then interpreted by the 
academic associates who relayed it to key players in schools, who then interpreted it and 
disseminated it to the wider staff. In all schools some information about the project was 
presented to the whole staff, and in some schools all staff had an opportunity to vote on the 
decision to join. However, the findings indicate that in most schools there were teachers who 
felt that they did not receive enough information about the project to be able to make an 
informed decision, or who were not convinced that the school's chosen focus for reform was 
appropriate. Even some of the academics felt that they had to make the decision about 
whether to become involved without being fully informed. 



The inequitable selection and consultation processes meant that only small numbers of 
teachers and academics were involved at each site. This made it particularly important that 
communication and decision making structures were put in place in the implementation 
phase that ensured access to information and decision making for those who were not 
heavily involved. The study revealed that in most schools, and at the university, structures 
were not developed that kept non-participants informed to the extent where they felt some 
ownership of the reform process. Even in schools where the wider staff was given regular 
up-dates in staff meetings, or through written reports, teachers still reported that they had 
limited understanding of, and investment in, the work of the research team. 

  

Facilitative Leadership 

The nature of leadership within each organisation and within the partnership was another 
condition that influenced the extent to which there were widespread feelings of ownership. 
The extent to which leaders were committed to the partnership and the research and reform 
process, and had situated it within a shared vision of long term development, appeared to 
positively influence participants' feelings about involvement in the project. Conversely, in 
cases of what Day (1999) described as "mandated ownership", where school leaders had 
identified a reform focus without much consultation with the wider staff, there were 
"problems of commitment for those who (did) not share the leader's value system" (p. 128). 

Another way that leadership influenced feelings of ownership was the extent to which 
"facilitative leadership" was practised within the partnership. Schmitz, Baber, John and 
Brown (2000) described this as the process of "nurturing leadership within all of the 
partners" (p. 80) and suggested it occurs in school/university partnerships when: 

The dean and the school principal are no longer the only ones up front 

and visible when ... crafting strategies and solutions. Sometimes, 

those who are good at administration and organizing need to step 

back and let the creativity, energy, and leadership of the entire group 

emerge. (p. 79) 

They found that this process enabled participants in partnership projects to deal with 
changes or transitions because the project "does not exist inside one person's head" (p. 80). 
The research indicated that "facilitative leadership" did not occur to any great extent in the 
project in that the academics took responsibility for planning and implementing the project at 
the state level, and at the school level, leadership was primarily in the hands of the 
academic associate and the school-based research coordinator, with varying levels of 
involvement from those in formal leadership positions. When an influential school leader or 
school-based research coordinator left during the project, there was a noticeable decline in 
impetus. 

  

 

 



Recommendations for promoting ownership in school/university partnerships 

1. Where possible, designers of partnership projects should negotiate expectations with 
participants. In cases where this is not possible because of short timelines for 
accessing funding, expectations should be broad enough to allow for renegotiation 
once the participants become involved. 

2. Selection and consultation processes should be designed that enable all staff in 
organisations to be provided with adequate information and democratically involved 
in the decisions about whether to join a partnership, its goals and who should be 
involved. 

3. Communication and consultation structures should be developed that enable access 
to information and decision-making by the wider staff in schools and universities 
throughout the lives of partnerships. Special attention must be paid to informing and 
involving new staff and to providing avenues for the expression and reconciliation of 
doubts, concerns and dissent. 

4. Leaders of organisations involved in partnerships need to be committed to the 
partnership and provide practical and moral support for those who participate. 
Leadership responsibilities within partnerships need to be shared equally between 
the partners and amongst as many participants as possible. 

  

MANAGING THE AFFECTIVE DIMENSION 

Planners, participants and commentators frequently overlook the affective dimension, or 
"emotional labour", of educational endeavours (Hargreaves, 1997, p. ix). This study 
highlighted the central role of emotions in each phase of the project. It affirmed Day's (1998) 
observation that collaborative research involves working with the "emotional and intellectual 
selves" of participants. (p. 272). The findings about emotions showed that they had both 
positive and negative effects on participants. Participants were helped or hindered to 
manage the emotional demands of the project depending on the extent to which they: 

• had a propensity for risk taking 
• were adaptable 
• were supported by the ethos of their organisation and the partnership. 

  

Risk Taking 

The study indicated that there were high levels of uncertainty experienced by both 
academics and teachers, particularly in the early days of involvement in the project. Many 
participants agreed to become involved while still having no clear idea of what was expected 
of them, and this lead to considerable feelings of anxiety for some. They were also expected 
to take on new roles about which they felt less than confident. In addition, the teachers were 
expected to open up their practice for scrutiny through the action research and critical 
reflection process. Goodson (1992) referred to this as starting from the "maximum point if 
vulnerability" (p.113). 

Despite these highly risky factors, teachers and academics agreed to participate. It has been 
suggested that there is a connection between educators' willingness to take risks and the 
extent to which they feel able to cope with the pressures of daily work (Day, 1999) and that 
they have the support of colleagues (Irwin, 1996; Potter, 1999). This may mean that those 
who became involved were those who felt they were managing their professional 



commitments, whereas those who they were struggling because they were new to the 
school, or because they had an unreasonable workload, or had any other stressful situation 
in their personal or professional lives, felt unable to commit to anything that would place 
them under further stress. It may also mean that the fact that the project was a collaborative 
endeavour enabled some to feel that they could live with any risk posed by participation. 
Some participants also had previous experience in working in collaborative research 
projects, or in action research, so that too may have made them more willing to risk 
participation. Whatever their reasons, it was clear that those who became involved had a 
sufficient level of trust in people and processes to make the level of risk appear acceptable 
(Hargreaves, 1994). 

  

Adaptability 

Goleman (1998) used the term "emotional intelligence" to refer to the "capacity for 
recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing 
emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships" (p. 317). He maintained that one of the 
most important competencies of emotional intelligence is "adaptability". People with this 
competency "relish change and find exhilaration in innovation' (p. 98), have the ability to be 
flexible and to have the emotional strength to "stay comfortable with ambiguity and remain 
calm in the face of the unexpected" (p.99) 

There was certainly evidence that most participants experienced the "fear of the unknown, 
ambivalence and anxiety" that Fullan (1997) described as a normal response to the change 
process. Fortunately, they also experienced positive feelings such as interest, enthusiasm, 
confidence and trust which Fullan encapsulated as the powerful emotion of "hope": 

Understanding the intimate two-way link between emotion and hope is a 
powerful insight. Hope is not a native, sunny view of life. It is the capacity not 
to panic in tight situation, to find ways and resources to address difficult 
problems. (p. 221) 

He suggested that the best way to develop the conditions that promote hope is to improve 
relationships both within the setting and with external networks. The research indicated that 
the opportunities for collaboration and professional discourse within this project, and the 
ethos within some organisations, provided a source of encouragement that enabled most 
participants to stay hopeful and practise adaptability in the face of uncertainty. 

  

Organisational Ethos 

Little (1999) identified the "compatible values, beliefs, and norms - an overall ethos that 
supports a vital professional community among teachers and a strong service ethic in 
relation to students and their parents" (p. 253). She contended that in schools, it is the ethos 
that largely determines teachers' dispositions towards their own learning. A number of 
features of supportive ethos identified in the literature were present in the project schools. 
Participants made specific mention of trust (Day, 2000), risk taking (Dwyer, 1997), reflection 
(Newmann and Wehlage, 1995), inclusivity (Smyth, McInerney, Lawson & Hattam 1999a) 
and collaboration (Fullan, 1993). 

Less favourable elements could be detected in some schools and at the university. It was 
clear that there was an element of competition in some settings, in which those who were 



involved in projects were seen as the favoured few. At the university, the predominance of 
an "individualized" culture (Hargreaves, 1992) was a negative factor in sharing learning from 
the project with the wider staff. Interestingly, the "comfortably collaborative" aspect of one 
school was seen as an inhibiting condition by one academic, and the unquestioning 
acceptance of routine teaching behaviour in another school was seen as a barrier by 
another. Many teachers' valuing of practice over theory was a condition that made engaging 
in some project processes problematic. 

  

Recommendations for managing the Affective Dimension of Research and 
Development Partnerships 

1. The emotional dimensions of educational reform and partnerships should be made 
explicit in all phases. The importance of positive emotional involvement should be 
acknowledged by making a genuine attempt to motivate and engage the commitment 
of as many staff as possible in decisions to initiate and implement a research and 
development partnership. Participants also need to be forewarned that involvement 
may make uncomfortable emotional demands and be provided with information 
about what form those demands might take and the ways that they will be supported 
to capitalise on positive emotions and manage negative ones. 

2. Mechanisms for emotional support need to be planned for and implemented in all 
phases of a project. These may include professional development to increase 
awareness of the emotional impacts of change and to develop the competencies of 
emotional intelligence; an emphasis on a collaborative approach; regular 
opportunities for participants to share concerns and celebrate successes; leaders 
modeling emotionally intelligent competencies; and "buddy" systems, where 
participants are paired with someone they trust for regular debriefing and emotional 
support. 

  

MANAGING THE TIME AND WORKLOAD DEMANDS 

Participants were helped or hindered to manage the time and workload demands of the 
project depending on the extent to which: 

• time was restructured to provide opportunities within normal working hours for: 

- processing and planning, 

- implementation 

- reviewing outcomes 

• project work was integrated with normal workload 

  

Restructuring Time 

Issues of time and workload have been widely acknowledged to be at the heart of 
possibilities for educators' learning and educational change (Jasman et al., 2001; Day, 



1999). This study confirmed that without significant restructuring of time it was very difficult 
for most participants to engage in learning and change processes to any great extent. In 
addition, it confirmed Adelman's (1997) finding that different phases of the project made 
different demands on participants in terms of the purposes for which time was needed and 
the kinds of work required. Parts of the initiation phase for this project were truncated by the 
time-lines imposed for getting the project up and running at the state level, and for the 
schools to apply to join the Roundtable. As a result, academics and teachers did not take the 
time to clarify their beliefs, expectations, priorities, goals and roles. Nor was there time for 
school-wide dissemination of information and consultation about the focus for reform. These 
are time-consuming processes and ideally would need months, rather than weeks, to be 
implemented effectively. 

The implementation phase of the project, in which heavily involved participants attended 
research meetings, conducted action research and engaged in reflection, professional 
reading and writing, made demands on participants' time that could not be accommodated 
within their normal workload. This was particularly true for the teachers, who were 
constrained by the rigid time structures in schools, but it was also a factor for the academics 
who did not have the project work recognised as part of their workload. The project did 
provide some funding for participants to buy release from teaching, but in many cases this 
was not used because of feelings of guilt about disadvantaging students or colleagues or the 
difficulty of finding appropriate personnel to provide the release. 

Lack of time was also a prohibitive condition when it came to reviewing outcomes. In some 
instances teachers lacked the time to collect the data needed to provide evidence that 
change had occurred, and even when data was collected, there was not the amount of time 
needed for analysis, reflection, documentation and sharing findings with stakeholders. 

Lack of time for the work required in each phase of the project meant that those who 
became heavily involved sacrificed considerable time outside of normal working hours, 
which placed pressure on other aspects of their personal and professional lives. 

  

Integrating Project Work with Normal Workload 

Hargreaves and Fullan (1992, p. 3) cite "overload" as one of the greatest barriers to 
successful reform endeavours. Many of the teachers and academics who became heavily 
involved in the project were targeted for involvement because they were seen as highly 
professional and committed to on-going professional development. Ironically, this meant that 
they already carried heavy workloads in terms of additional responsibilities in their 
organisations, involvement in other projects and/or part-time study. Smedley (2001) noted 
that it is a common phenomenon in school/university partnerships that "teachers with 
considerable experience, expertise and knowledge are already involved in administrative 
and curriculum development roles" (p. 194). 

Few concessions were made to participants in terms of adjusting their workload to 
accommodate project processes, nor were their extraordinary efforts acknowledged by 
colleagues or within the reward structures of their organisations. Some teachers and 
academics reported that trying to accommodate the additional demands of the project on top 
of a full workload led to a reduction in the quality of their teaching or in the effort they put into 
other professional commitments. 

An additional complication was that some of the schools were involved in several projects at 
the same time and were implementing a range of changes simultaneously, resulting in some 



teachers feeling that they were suffering from "innovation overload" (Peters, Dobbins & 
Johnson, 1996, p.44). Although, in most schools, there was an attempt to tie the focus of 
reform to a pre-existing plan for school development and an overall school vision, some 
teachers and academics perceived there to be what one teacher referred to as a "project 
mentality" in their school. Fullan (1997) suggested that this perception occurs when: 

Much of school life seems to follow an endless cycle of soliciting funds, 
implementing new initiatives, and then going out to solicit more funds for even 
newer initiatives to replace current ones. (p. 26) 

These participants were concerned that the work done in the project was just another in an 
endless series of project-based innovations which never really reached fruition, were not 
followed up once the project finished and tended to gradually fade from sight once the next 
project commenced. Compounding this situation was the dependence of much project-
based work on the provision of additional funding for resources and release time. Many 
participants did not seem to be able to solve the problem of how to integrate project work 
into their normal working lives once funding was finished. 

Recommendations for managing time and workload 

1. Schools and universities should implement structural changes that enable the work 
of participants in research and development partnerships to be conducted as part of 
normal workload and recognised and rewarded by organisations and systems. 

2. Participants in partnerships, especially those in leadership roles, need to monitor the 
time and energy demands of research and development partnership work and adjust 
expectations, processes and time-lines accordingly. 

3. Although the provision of release time is an important condition for supporting 
research and development partnerships, it needs to be accompanied by cultural 
change whereby all stakeholders in education are supportive of release from 
teaching for purposes of professional development and organisational reform. 

4. Educational reform initiatives in schools and universities should be integrated within 
a long-term plan for organisational development that has the support of the whole 
educational community. 

  

RECONCILING VIEWS OF LEARNING, TEACHING, RESEARCH AND REFORM 

The expectations of the Innovative Links Project were based on particular views of learning, 
teaching, research and reform. These were informed by a social constructivist orientation 
valuing collaborative learning through reflective inquiry and reform as a continuous and 
holistic process. The teachers and academics who became involved in the project had the 
same variation in experiences, expertise, beliefs, attitudes that can be expected in any group 
of educators. Jasman (2001) referred to these aspects as the "baggage" carried by 
participants in partnerships and noted its influence on "the nature of professional learning 
and knowledge construction" that can occur (p. 17). To work effectively in the project 
participant needed to be able to reconcile to some extent their views of learning, teaching, 
research and reform. In particular they needed to be able to reconcile their views on: 

• the centrality of student and teacher learning to organisational improvement; 
• inquiry; 
• what counts as improvement; and 
• strategies for assessment, feedback and reflection. 



Centrality of Student and Teacher Learning to Organisational Improvement 

Recent literature on professional development and educational reform has focused on the 
need for learning to be seen as the core business of educational organisations. The terms 
"learning organisation" (Senge, 1992) and "learning community" (Retallick, 1997) have been 
coined to capture this focus. Although it may appear to be a truism to advise educators to 
focus on learning, there has been considerable criticism leveled at schools and universities 
for their focus on teaching rather than learning (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992) and their 
preoccupation with managing the different parts of organisations at the expense of 
developing a holistic context for learning (Hammond, 1998). It is only recently that 
educational organisations have been expected to take responsibility for providing continuous 
learning opportunities for staff and to have as their central mission success for all students 
(Day, 1999). 

Many of those participants who became heavily involved in the project had a pre-existing 
commitment to their own learning, and to improving learning opportunities for students, 
which was strengthened through project involvement. However, a problematic aspect for 
many participants was making the link between reforms that were intended to improve 
learning opportunities for staff, and the improvement of learning opportunities for students. 

  

Views on Inquiry 

St Maurice, Albrecht, Anderson & Milz (1995) suggested that educators can perceive 
teaching as "either mindless conformance to conventions of schooling and the teaching 
profession or thoughtful inquiry into the purposes of those conventions" (p. 94). They 
emphasised the importance of educators seeking not only "the answers that would solve 
pedagogical or political problems in our profession" but also "better questions" (p. 94 

Sagor (1997) argued, however, that although it is important for individual teachers to: 

develop the habits of mind and the disciplines of inquiry that result from 
repeated experiences with the action research process ... such involvement in 
reflective practice does not automatically lead to school change (p. 172). 

Hawley and Valli (1999) agreed that individual teacher inquiry is largely ineffective if it is 
disconnected from the needs of the organisation as a whole. Proponents of educational 
reform have argued that it depends on educators developing a shared belief in the power of 
inquiry as a means of improving student and teacher learning outcomes (Hawley & Valli, 
1999; Sagor, 1997; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1992). Cochran-Smith (2000) used the term 
"inquiry community" to describe a form of knowledge production that occurs when: 

the knowledge teachers need is generated locally when teachers regard their 
schools and classrooms as sites for systematic inquiry but also regard the 
knowledge produced by others as generative material for interrogation and 
analysis" (p. 16) 

  

The Innovative Links Project was intended to develop "inquiry communities" in schools. One 
of its objectives was "the development of schools as learning communities in which 
research, re-thinking and renewal are regarded as normal and essential work practices" 
(National Teaching and learning Consortium, 1994, p. 3). The research indicated that some 



teachers valued and used the inquiry processes of critical reflection and action research, but 
many teachers did not. This was partly due to the differing emphases the schools placed on 
particular processes and partly to the ways individual teachers viewed effective learning. As 
Hargreaves (1997) said: 

...many teachers prefer doing things to pausing and reflecting about them. 
Doing things - inventing, improvising, adapting - is what the hurly burly or 
immediacy of classroom life constantly demands (Jackson 1988)....Gathering 
data and analysing them is demanding, sustained and focused work. 
Research cannot be squeezed into a few spare moments, or under-taken off-
the cuff. Not every teacher is meant to be, is cut out to be, or has the time to 
be a researcher (Hammersley 1993). (pp. 121-122) 

Although most of the academics began the project with a pre-existing belief in the 
importance of an inquiry approach to professional development, this did not translate into 
collaborative inquiry into their own practice in the project, or in their work at the university. 
Overall, there was little evidence to indicate the existence of "inquiry communities" within 
most schools or the university. 

  

Agreement on What Counts As Improvement 

Whether things are better is not always an easy question to answer, but it is 
the primary question participants in an action research programme need to 
answer for themselves when deciding whether to continue. (McTaggert, 
Henry & Johnson, 1997, p. 136) 

Determining whether or not improvement has occurred depends on some agreement about 
what will be recognised as improvement. Cochran-Smith (2000) argued for the importance of 
reformers in teacher education clarifying their assumptions about knowledge, learning and 
outcomes. She asserted that it is the assumptions behind differing views that inform what 
she terms the "outcomes question": 

there is considerable variation in how teacher and student learning are 
constructed (or what counts as a proxy for these) and how they are assumed 
to be linked. One way to begin to sort out the outcomes question, then, is to 
examine it in terms of underlying assumptions and how teacher learning, 
student learning, and the relationship between the two are constructed. (p. 
18) 

  

The expectations of this project were largely based on the view that teacher knowledge 
should be locally constructed and problematised through collaborative inquiry, and that 
these processes would ultimately produce improved student learning outcomes. However, 
time was not spent at the Roundtable level to share the differing views of knowledge, 
learning and outcomes held by participants and there is little evidence that this occurred to 
any great extent at the school level. This meant that there was no agreement amongst 
participants across the different schools and the university about what the indicators of 
improvement might be, nor does it appear that there was such agreement within each 
school. This meant that participants gathering of data tended to be scattershot and they 
were often left wondering about what the data actually showed them about improved 
teaching and learning. In reviewing the outcomes of the project, many participants felt they 



were unable to make judgments about whether improvement had occurred outside of their 
immediate personal practice. 

  

Strategies For Assessment, Feedback And Reflection 

The action research based approach to this project was intended to promote cycles of 
planning, action, observation and reflection that provided ongoing feedback to participants 
about the extent to which practices were achieving improvement. The extent to which 
schools in the project were able to reflect on evidence of improvement depended on the 
extent to which they used rigorous data collection strategies that provided feedback 
improvement in practice and teacher and student learning. The research reveals that the 
extent to which action research was used by participants was variable and it was noteworthy 
that in interviews participants rarely referred to evidence to back up claims of improvement. 
That is not to say that there were not some effective data gathering strategies employed, but 
it does throw doubt on the extent to which participants had the opportunity to reflect on the 
data they collected or knew how to interpret it against their goals for improvement. Hawley 
and Valli (1999) made the point that school improvement "can vary in quality depending on 
teachers' expertise in generating useful research questions and analyzing and using data to 
improve practice" (p. 135). 

The research revealed that it was particularly difficult for participants to provide evidence as 
to whether the projects' ultimate goal had been achieved - that of working "towards improved 
educational outcomes for all students in schools" (National Teaching and Learning 
Consortium, 1994, p. 3). It is likely that this problem was not simply a by-product of the 
project, but rather indicative of the challenge that faces all teachers of implementing 
assessment procedures that are "authentic", in that they are relevant, inclusive and a natural 
part of the learning process (Cormack, Johnson, Peters & Williams, 1998), but that also 
provide convincing evidence of improvement. One would assume, however, that teachers in 
the project were using a range of assessment strategies within their classrooms, but it 
appears that they did not necessarily see these as connected to their research focus, 
especially when the research focus was not directly related to student learning. 

  

Recommendations About Reconciling Differing Views of Learning, Teaching, 
Research and Reform 

1. In the initiation phase of a partnership partners need the time and opportunity to 
"unpack" their views of learning, teaching, research and reform, and the assumptions 
that underpin them, to determine to what extent a consensus view exists or can be 
developed. 

2. The links between reform initiatives and improvement in student learning 
opportunities and outcomes need to be made explicit and kept in focus through all 
phases of partnership projects, even if the primary focus is on teacher learning or 
contextual change. 

3. In setting goals for improvement participants need to arrive at some level of 
agreement about what will indicate that improvement has occurred, what kinds of 
evidence will be needed to substantiate claims of improvement and how evidence 
will be collected, recorded and analysed to provide ongoing feedback throughout the 
reform process. In particular, participants need to recognise the importance of 
collecting data about students' learning, utilise existing assessment strategies that 
provide such data and, if necessary, design and implement additional authentic 



assessment strategies that are relevant, inclusive and a natural part of the learning 
process (Cormack et al. , 199?). 

  

ACHIEVING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND EDUCATIONAL CHANGE 
THROUGH PARTNERSHIP 

At the centre of the professional development and reform initiatives of the Innovative Links 
Project was the notion of "partnership". The project was intended to have reciprocal 
outcomes for improvement in schools and universities through teachers and academics 
learning together. The research found that the extent to which reciprocal development 
occurred through partnership was related to the extent to which participants valued 
reciprocity. 

Valuing Reciprocity 

This project was primarily aimed at outcomes for schools and teachers, but there was also 
an expectation that the school/university partnership aspect would promote reciprocal 
learning for teachers and teacher educators and lead to reciprocal improvement in schools 
and teacher education courses. Potter (1999) provided the following definition of reciprocity: 

Reciprocity represents an attempt to establish a social relationship that 
expresses and symbolises an interdependence and complementarity. The 
concept is important to the collaborative research process where the school-
based researchers on the one hand and the university-based researcher on 
the other both teach and learn from one another. (p. 61) 

  

Soliman (2001) made the point: "It is important that each party in the collaborative effort 
recognizes and appreciates that the others have something valuable and complementary to 
offer for the education of teachers" (p. 230). Reciprocal recognition and appreciation 
occurred in some respects in this project but not in others. It appears that school participants 
entered the project with an understanding that the academics could offer support for action 
research, critical reflection and professional, reading and writing, and that these aspects 
were valued by at least some of those who became heavily involved in the project. However, 
there was no evidence to suggest that most teachers saw the academics as a potential 
source of learning about current practice in teacher education, or as having valuable 
experiences to share from their perspective as fellow teachers, albeit of adult students. 

The academics entered the project with an understanding of its potential for enhancing their 
understanding of school-based issues, professional development and educational reform, 
but did not perceive it as an opportunity to use action research to critique and improve their 
own practice as teacher educators. 

As a result of participants valuing some aspects of reciprocity and not others, the 
opportunities for reciprocal learning were limited to those where value was perceived. These 
opportunities were heavily weighted towards learning about and improving schools. In 
retrospect, some participants recognised that other opportunities for learning and 
improvement had been missed. Howey (1995), reported a similar finding about the work of 
Professional Development Schools in the United States 



While they have contributed to improved working relationships between 
schools and colleges of education and elementary and secondary schools, in 
most instances far more time, effort, and resources have been devoted to 
elementary and secondary schools reform than to the fundamental 
improvement of teacher preparation or to a strengthened contribution from 
the teaching profession to teacher preparation. (p. 31) 

  

The Innovative Links Project was directed primarily at teacher development and school 
reform, but reciprocal learning could have been greater if from the beginning each partner 
had understood the full range of expertise on offer, and valued equally the need to share 
and investigate practice in both schools and the university. 

  

Recommendations for Achieving Professional Development and Educational Change 
Through Partnership 

  

1. Teachers and academics who are contemplating the initiation of a collaborative 
endeavour need to consider whether they want to establish an authentic partnership, 
with its connotations of democracy, equality, mutual benefit and longevity, or whether 
some less demanding form of liaison will achieve their purposes. The decision to 
enter a genuine partnership, should involve the whole staff of schools or university 
departments, and have the support of leaders. 

2. Once the decision to form a partnership has been made, participants need to build 
trust and rapport, work out mutually beneficial goals, identify areas of complementary 
expertise, and corresponding roles, and plan for reciprocal learning opportunities and 
democratic facilitation and leadership. In doing so they need to anticipate and 
address personal conditions and the cultural and structural conditions that exist in 
their respective organisations, and within the partnership context, and the ways these 
might support of hinder partnership and educational reform. The framework of 
conditions shown in Table 7.1 could be used as a starting point for this process by 
suggesting areas about which participants might pose questions relevant to their 
organisational contexts, and the context of the partnership. For example: 

• How will individual and organisational needs, priorities and goals be reconciled within 
the partnership work? 

• To what extent is there wide spread commitment to the propose foci for reform? 
• How can positive emotions be acknowledged and sustained and how will participants 

be supported to manage negative emotions that may arise? 
• How can initial selection and consultation processes, and access throughout the 

project, be made as inclusive as possible? 
• How can existing time and workload structures be changed to support the 

partnership work? 

3. It cannot be assumed that teachers and academics have the necessary skills to 
work in partnership. Soliman (2001) suggested that participants in partnership might 
need to undergo professional development in skills of democratic decision-making, 
collaboration, reflection and collective inquiry (p. 232). 



  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has provided an overview of the conditions that were found to be influential within 
the specific contexts of the school/university partnerships established as part of the 
Innovative Links Project in South Australia. Although nor directly applicable to partnerships 
in other contexts, the findings provide insights into the problems and uncertainties that are 
an inherent part of such complex relationships and, hopefully, can be used as a basis for 
reflection, comparison and contrast for others who are interested in the improvement of 
collaborative research and development. As Guskey (1995) noted: 

There is no "one right answer" or "one best way". Rather, there is a multitude 
of ways, all adapted to the complex and dynamic characteristics of specific 
contexts. Success, therefore, rests in finding the optimal mix of process 
elements and technologies that then can be carefully, sensibly and 
thoughtfully applied in a particular setting." (p. 10) 
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