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 School and University in Partnership: A Shared Enquiry into Teachers' 
Collaborative Practices 
 

Although partnership working has been a feature of educational practice 

for some time, some recent reforms and developments have refocused 

educators’ attention on this phenomenon. Whilst there are many versions 

and interpretations of partnerships in education, the most common 

understanding of partnerships between school and university is as the 

arrangement to facilitate, support and assess student teachers in practical 

teaching experience. The aim of this paper is to critically examine the 

concept of partnership between school and university. We offer a critique 

of partnership as it is presented in literature at a macro and meso level, and 

we report on a collaborative enquiry between school and university staff in 

a (micro-level) secondary school setting. The project was structured 

around a series of workshops in the school setting to support and facilitate 

Learning Rounds. Using data from this project including field notes and 

semi-structured interviews, we will give voice to the often unheard 

testimony of the teacher in their lived experiences of partnership, and 

make a contribution to the ongoing debate around partnerships by 

highlighting some of the difficulties and tensions arising from partnership 

in practice.    

Keywords: education; partnership; enquiry; collaboration; school-based practice 

Introduction  

Partnerships are by no means exclusive to the field of education and partnership 

arrangements between universities and schools are not new. Dating as far back as the 

1940s, the idea of a relationship between schools and universities has long been a 

feature of educational discourse, although collaborative arrangements in the form of 

partnerships between these two sectors were not formalised until 1992  (Furlong et.al., 

2008; MacAllister, 2015). In recent times, however, partnership working in education is 
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increasingly recognised as a standard feature of policy and practice. Partnership 

working can be understood in a range of ways: as inter-agency working to facilitate 

sharing of practice and information across related public services (variously between 

health, social, and education services (see Coles et al., 2016; Fitzgerald and Kay, 2007, 

and Kolbe et al., 2015). Partnerships between educational establishments and business 

or industry individuals or conglomerates are increasingly in evidence as a function of 

the emerging commercialisation across all sectors of education (see Williamson, 2016, 

2017; Verger et al., 2016, 2017) and are met with varying degrees of critique. 

Alternatively partnerships in education might be represented as schools working closely 

with parents or local organisations to improve school-community liaison and/ or student 

engagement (Surgue, 2004).  

At the micro-level, there has also been a heavy emphasis on practice-focused 

aspects of beginning teacher preparation in school-university partnership. That is not to 

say that this interpretation of school-university partnerships is exclusive: an alternative 

rationale for partnership has also emerged, recently in China, Australia, the UK (Wang 

and Wong, 2017; Beveridge et al., (2018); Goodwin et al, 2015), and less recently in 

North America (Darling-Hammond, 1994; 2006), which focuses on shared educational 

research enquiry and professional development activities for serving teachers. Although 

much educational research is dedicated to this phenomenon, the experience of the 

school teacher in the partnership often goes unheard.  This paper will focus on 

partnership as a collaborative arrangement between the school and the university, which 

goes beyond the notion of partnership as a mechanism for supporting student teacher 

education in the practical, pre-service setting. Firstly, it will explore definitions of 

partnership in literature specifically related to the relationship between school and 

university. It will then examine international and national perspectives on partnerships. 
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Subsequently, using data from a small-scale school collaborative project between a 

school and a university which was a response, in part, to meso-level policy imperatives, 

it will give voice to teachers’ lived experiences of partnership, and draw some 

implications which we hope will highlight some of the tensions and difficulties of 

partnership in practice, and make a contribution to the on-going debate on the nature of 

partnership between schools and universities.    

 

 

 Defining Partnership in relation to teacher education 

Central to the notion of school-university partnership is the intersection of theory, 

research and classroom practice (Walsh and Backe, 2013).  At its simplest level, 

I’Anson and Eady (2017) define this partnership as a version of knowledge exchange [1] 

between the university and other stakeholders.  They offer a more nuanced 

consideration of stakeholder orientation towards partnership that will be returned to 

later.  Within the literature, perhaps the most widely referred to definition of university-

school partnership is McLaughlin and Black-Hawkins’ (2004) six-part model of the 

research partnership, outlined as follows: 

  

(1) School bound, individual teachers mentored by university ‘research experts’ – in 

this context the research is essentially led by the teacher and supported by the 

university expert 

(2) School wide, supported by a university facilitator or critical friend – this model 

is characterised by research activities that are school-based/driven, supported by 

the researcher 
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(3) University as ‘expert bringer’ of research to the school(s) – this is essentially the 

traditional model of schools being used as sites of research. 

(4) Across schools, individual teachers mentored by university ‘research experts’ –

similar to model 1 in that the research is designed by teachers in their schools 

but working as groups of interested professionals 

(5) Within and between schools, supported by university facilitators and/or critical 

friends – this model builds upon model 2 by extending to research networks 

beyond the school, with schools supported by university researchers in this 

process 

(6) Within and between institutions, all partners are experts, facilitators and critical 

friends to one another –similar to Model 5 but distinguished by a shift in the 

nature of the relationships between teachers/researchers to a more ‘equal’ 

relationship that does not position the researcher as ‘expert’. 

  
The above typology provides a helpful frame of reference for teachers and 

researcher seeking to theorise their partnership endeavours.  Within the context of the 

research described, a model of partnership was adopted that broadly aligned to the 

‘School Wide’ category, as noted above. However, Baumfield and Butterworth, (2007, 

p. 414) note that the lived experience of partnership is ‘both messier and richer than any 

typology allows.’ Furthermore, I’Anson and Eady (2017), reflecting on a 

university/local authority partnership, conclude that their data were also not supportive 

of such clear demarcation between different types of partnership.  Referring to the 

above model as a lexical definition, they propose two alternative orientations to 

partnership – the stipulative and the empirical.  When adopting a stipulative orientation, 

stakeholders frame partnership as adhering to a set of formally agreed principles for 
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collaborative working.  An empirical orientation is concerned with how partnership is 

“mobilized in practice within specific contexts… identifying particular issues, tensions 

and understandings that emerge” (I’Anson and Eady 2017, p. 4). In an effort to address 

this empirical orientation, the following section will explore some such ‘issues, tensions 

and understandings’ (ibid) within school-university partnerships. Using the term 

‘school-university partnership’, we refer to the particular form of partnership 

experienced. We do not use this term to identify the physical environment inhabited by 

each party involved, but to emphasise that the work of the partnership took place in 

school, and the focus of that work was on practice in school, supported by university 

staff. 

 

School - university partnership at macro, meso and micro levels  

 Macro level- an international perspective 

 

The idea of partnership working, as discussed above, is supported by many government 

education agencies globally. In the recent ‘Lessons from around the World’ series, 

published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

partnership working  is presented as playing a key role in advancing teacher 

professionalism and professional development; coaching and mentoring; pedagogical 

innovation, and school and system-level leadership (Schleicher, 2015, 2016). Within 

this range of mechanisms for improvement, Schleicher (2015, p. 49) identifies effective 

partnerships between teacher-education institutions and schools as being ‘particularly 

important.’ It comes as no surprise, then, to note that particular attention has been paid 

to this particular form of partnership: we will examine some literature from an 

international and national perspective in order to situate our research as a micro-
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example of partnership working within a macro (international) and meso (national) 

context.  

 

The school-university partnership has been researched and represented in a 

range of ways in the international teacher-education research community. In the USA, 

Darling-Hammond’s (1995; 2006) work on Professional Development Schools 

involving reciprocal working  between school and faculty partnerships is well known 

and well documented as a model which combines initial teacher education and ongoing 

professional learning for serving teachers. However, Beveridge et al. (2018) in Australia 

highlight the complexity and controversies that can surface in ‘academic partnership’ 

arrangements Such as roles, responsibilities and the relationships between the various 

partners, which will be examined in more detail below. Shifting the spotlight from 

relationships to the ways in which knowledge is variously transferred, translated and 

transformed between university ‘experts’ and school ‘practitioners,’ Wang and Wong’s 

(2017) study sheds some light on primary teachers in partnership with university staff in 

China.  

In Beveridge et al’s (2018. p 37) model ‘[a]cademic partners worked side by 

side with teachers to interrogate their practice through collaborative and reflexive 

processes’. Through examining the partnership from a range of perspectives (that of 

teacher; academic partner and state coordinators) Beveridge et al. found that, similar to 

Darling-Hammond (1995; 2006),  negotiating and clarifying roles and purpose of the 

partnership, clear communication and organisational support from the host schools 

afforded benefits for both parties involved. Although this research emphasises ‘two-way 

learning’ (Beveridge et al. 2018, p31) as a perceived benefit for both partners in their 

respective roles,  some tensions in the partnership surfaced around some teachers’ 
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expectations of academic expertise and the notion of ‘ownership’ of the project. The 

academic partners were reported as insistent on maintaining a facilitating role, whereas 

some teachers expressed ‘dissatisfaction’ (ibid, p37) at their lack of hands-on 

involvement. The terms used to describe those involved in Beveridge et al.’s work 

clearly position academics as the university –based partners (referred to as academics; 

academic partners; academic facilitators (ibid, p27), and teachers as the school-based 

partners. The binary categorisation used by these (and other) authors is problematic as it 

obscures other possible identities for each party; a university – based lecturer is also a 

teacher, for example, and a school-based teacher might equally have a more ‘academic’ 

orientation. This illustrates in a small way some of the messy complexity in partnership 

arrangements, highlighted by Baumfield and Butterworth (2007) above.  

In contrast, Wang and Wong (2017) present ownership in much less ambiguous 

terms. The authors position the partnership relationship clearly as one of expert and 

practitioner. Their work took place in China, perhaps a more authoritarian context, and 

as such this might be unsurprising. Synthesising a framework from business (Carlile, 

2004 in Wong and Wang, 2017) with Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s typology of 

knowledge for practice; knowledge of practice and knowledge in practice, the work of 

processing knowledge in ways described above (and also according to Wang and 

Wong), is mainly considered to be the  work of  the practitioner. Similar to Jackson and 

Burch’s (2018) practice-orientated study of school-based teacher educators (SBTE) in 

the ‘third space;’(neutral ground between the respective environments of school and 

university)(ibid, p2), the university partners are perceived here as ‘boundary brokers;’ 

navigating the shared space for learning in a supportive role. They are seen to be 

developing, in this case, not only the professional knowledge of the SBTEs but also 

challenging themselves to reconsider their own role and relationships (ibid). 
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  In transmission ‘[k]nowledge provided by sources is acquired, integrated, and 

stored into the receivers’ existing knowledge repertoire (Wang and Wong 2017, p488) 

This is then seen to be ‘translated’ into practice and less convincingly ‘transformed’ 

through investigation and enquiry. Although power is acknowledged as a ‘crucial 

factor’ (ibid, p505) in this partnership, and collaboration between both sectors is 

identified as a potential way to open up knowledge of practice in a transformative way, 

the deference reported by teachers towards academics here indicates a highly 

asymmetric relationship and the pedagogically loaded term of ‘transmission’ reinforces 

imbalance of power. The authors acknowledge that although teachers value the 

partnership, reciprocity and teacher voice within the relationship are unsurprisingly 

weak. 

 The value of partnership work in academic practice also raised tensions for the 

university- based partners in Beveridge et al’s (2018) experience: it is commonly 

understood within the higher education community that research fund-bidding; 

publications; teaching and leadership within institutions are all more highly esteemed 

and rewarded  academic tasks than collaborative school-based projects. For these 

researchers, the work raised questions about value from various perspectives: (lack of) 

remuneration for academic staff was seen as a  problem and the work was consequently 

marginalised within the range of tasks performed by them, highlighting some of the 

complexities which have to be navigated  in the process (Beveridge et al., 2018).  

 

Turning to a meso-level analysis, partnership arrangements in the various 

jurisdictions of the UK have taken quite different trajectories over the last two decades. 

The context in Scotland will be discussed in further detail below. Over  the last two 

decades in England, the shifting of balance within the school and university partnership 



11 | P a g e  
 

for the purposes of teacher education has become increasingly weighted on the side of 

the schools in response to a strong policy imperative (Jackson and Burch, 2018; Furlong 

et al., 2008). Furlong et al. examine the development of the National Partnership Project 

(NPP) that ran between 2001-2005 under the Blair government and was tasked with 

bringing together:  

what the TDA call teacher education ‘providers’ (universities, schools, Local 

Education Authorities (LEAs)) in order to: increase training capacity in schools; 

improve the quality of teacher education in schools; and address the training skills 

needed by teachers working in teacher education (ibid, p310). 

 

The growing tendency in England to qualify for teaching via a ‘practically 

oriented’ (ibid, p 317) route, has seen the partnership contribution made by higher 

education significantly diminished. The authors attribute this to the emergent 

neoliberalism during this time, which contrived a redefinition of partnership as 

embodied by the NPP. Furlong et al. (2008) claim that the NPP was used as a 

mechanism to change the purpose of partnership to the detriment of higher education. 

The NPP saw partnership move from a space where a range of forms of professional 

knowledge, including theory, research and practice could be discussed and considered 

in the context of teacher education, shifting to a form of governance; a force for 

decentralisation of teacher education policy and a mechanism which facilitated 

marketisation and competition across a range of new ‘providers’ in place of schools and 

university as partners in the endeavour of teacher education.  

In parallel, but separate developments, the composition of partners in teacher 

education in Scotland has also undergone significant changes in recent years, and this 

will be explored in the following section.  

 
Meso level: A focus on Scotland 

Partnership within Teaching Scotland’s Future (Donaldson, 2011) 
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The research project detailed below took place in the wake of the publication of 

Teaching Scotland’s Future: Report of a review of teacher education in Scotland 

(Donaldson, 2011, henceforth TSF), and its recommendations for a move in Scottish 

Education towards a ‘new concept of partnership’ (p. 11). The emphasis on partnership 

in the report generated considerable interest and critique amongst educational 

researchers in Scotland (see Kennedy and Docherty, 2012; Brisard et al, 2006; Smith 

2006, 2010; Bain et.al., 2017; I’Anson and Eady, 2017) Writing prior to TSF, Smith 

(2006) notes the value of partnership between higher education providers and wider 

stakeholders has informed policy discussion and direction both nationally and 

internationally, with an emphasis on developing models that are truly collaborative in 

nature. TSF assumes this stance in recommending, ‘new and strengthened models of 

partnership among universities, local authorities, schools and individual teachers’ 

(Donaldson, 2011, p.48).  However, whilst the report frequently invokes the notion of 

partnership,  makes sixty references to the term, it has been criticised for failing to offer 

neither a clear definition nor an explicit rationale for the adoption of a partnership 

approach to teacher professional development (Kennedy and Doherty, 

2012).  Furthermore, these authors note that if the purpose of university/stakeholder 

partnership is to facilitate a practical expression of the relationship between theory and 

practice (as alluded to in the TSF report), then concerns of both organisational and 

intellectual partnership must be addressed.  In consideration of how these aspects of 

organisational and intellectual partnership have, in part, been addressed, it is perhaps 

useful to consider some of the actions following the publication of TSF.  

  
A Brief Chronology Post-Donaldson 
 

In 2011, McCormac published Advancing Professionalism in Teaching: The 

report of the review of teacher employment in Scotland.  This report adopted 
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Donaldson’s (2011, p. 7) recommendations for viewing ‘professional learning as an 

integral part of educational change’.  Thus, the recommendations of TSF and teacher 

pay and conditions were aligned.  In 2012, The National Partnership Group (NPG) was 

established (Scottish Government, 2012), consisting of a wider range of stakeholders 

issued a response to Government outlining twenty actions for the implementation of the 

TSF recommendations including a recommendation that teachers should be supported to 

engage in research-oriented activities: ‘Head teachers should consider how to support 

teachers by providing them with appropriate time and support to engage in research’ 

(Scottish Government, 2012, p. 15). 

  

Further reinforcement of this message came in the form of a requirement for all 

teachers to engage in and evidence professional learning as an on-going stipulation for 

their continued registration, and thus, entitlement to practice in Scotland from the 

national regulatory body, the General Teaching Council of Scotland (GTCS, 2018).  In 

its guidance for this, the GTCS outlines a comprehensive list of activities that might 

constitute professional learning.  Included in this are: experiential, action or enquiry-

based learning; focused professional reading and research; leading or engaging in 

practitioner enquiry/action research; and participation in collaborative activities such 

as  teacher learning communities and learning rounds.   This research project aligned 

closely with these principles and recommended processes for partnership working as 

outlined by the foregoing documentation. 

  
  
Conditions for a Successful Partnership –examining the micro-level 

The evidence suggests that key factors must be in place if school-university partnership 

is to thrive.  These include: negotiation and agreement of conditions for collaboration; 
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dedicated time to engage in research activities; good communication and opportunities 

to meet face-to-face to structure the research and agree processes and principles; and the 

head teacher’s support for the research which, in turn affords its status (Bain et al, 2017; 

Dimmock, 2016; Godfrey, 2016; McLaughlin and Black- Hawkins, 

2004).  Furthermore, an alignment with the school’s drive for improvement seems to 

encourage greater staff accountability and ownership (McLaughlin and Black-Hawkins, 

2004).  Leat and Lofthouse (2007) would add respect as a key factor in a successful 

school-university partnership.  Whilst stressing the significant impact that the positive 

regard of the researcher for teachers has upon school-based partners’ commitment to the 

research, they also exemplify in their data the way in which they respected and valued 

university-based partners expertise (both theoretical and pedagogical).  

  
The benefits of partnership are acknowledged both in literature and practitioner 

guidance. When partnerships are recognised as effective, they can foster reciprocity, a 

coalition of interests, innovation, synergy and be “emancipatory in the formation of new 

relationships and systems of working” (Baumfield and Butterworth, 2007, p. 414).   

 
Problematising the concept of partnership 
  

However, the drive towards partnership is not without critique.  At a time when it has 

been foregrounded in the delivery of public services (I’Anson and Eady, 2017), 

opportunities for collaboration and knowledge sharing are popular with policy makers 

who recognise such practices as a means of making better use of existing resources and, 

in doing so, delivering more with less (Baumfield and Butterworth, 2007).  As Bockler 

(2013, p. 273, in Bain et al., 2017) warns, this emphasis on efficiency has positioned 

university-based partners more as ‘providers’ of teacher professional development than 

as partners in learning. Furthermore, Kennedy and Doherty (2012) have cautioned 
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specifically in relation to TSF’s loosely defined focus on partnership working.  They 

warn that that when partnership is positioned as a panacea to cure all (perceived) ills in 

state education, the result might be an unburdening of the state in favour of a dispersal 

of ‘blame’ among partners. Singh et al (2013) also acknowledge that the justification for 

partnership working between schools and universities, including, but not exclusively 

considering arrangements for practicum, is often in response to the demand for some 

sort of quick fix to breach the perceived theory-practice divide. 

A nuanced understanding of the dynamics between the academy in partnership 

with practitioners is examined in the context of Learning Rounds by Philpott and Oates, 

(2017a) who contend that academic practitioners in partnership with school–based 

practitioners provide valuable resources for teacher agency in professional learning 

communities. These authors raise the tension of ownership of goals and purpose of the 

LR, suggesting that the current preference for school-based, teacher-led professional 

learning without stimulation or interruption from external sources can mask the 

potential to constrain agency in seeking to develop it, through reinforcing existing 

practices. The suggestion offered here supports the idea that partnerships between 

school and university actors can provide authoritative discourses for practitioners to 

help develop agency as alternatives to potentially more limiting discourses of policy and 

anecdotes of practice:     

 
While it can be the case that certain forms of academic prescription and perceived 
authority can constrain teacher agency, properly utilised, academic knowledge, 
practices and qualifications can be an affordance for teacher agency as a counterbalance 
to the perceived authority or apparent monologue of policy (ibid, p330). 
 
  
 

The research project considered below seeks to add to this body of literature by 

offering insights into teachers’ experience of a micro-level  school/university 
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partnership within the context of continual professional development.  It explores the 

experiences of teachers in one Scottish secondary school who worked in partnership 

with two university lecturers to develop a cycle of Learning Rounds (LR) aligned with 

the school’s focus on improving the quality of feedback to pupils.  As such, the research 

seeks to shed light on school/university partnership in a post-Donaldson era by giving 

voice to the teachers’ experiences of this partnership working. 

 
  
The research context 

The research under discussion took place in Eden High School; a mid-sized 

comprehensive secondary school of around 1000 students, in Scotland.  It would be 

informally termed as a school in an ‘affluent’ area, having comparatively low indicators 

of deprivation when compared to schools of a similar size in the same local authority 

area. [2]  

 
The origins of this particular partnership evolved from the head teacher’s (HT) 

engagement with leadership professional learning in the form of the Scottish College of 

Educational Leadership (SCEL) Into Headship programme- which was in itself, an, 

outcomes of TSF.  Having engaged with these opportunities through SCEL, the HT of 

Eden High School became interested in aspects of educational research to support their 

own professional learning and that of their staff.  Through academic reading, which 

formed part of the course work for the SCEL qualification, the HT reported having 

reversed previous opinions about the value of research for professional development, 

and expressed genuine interest and enthusiasm in using ideas from literature and theory 

to inform reflections on their leadership practice. This coincided with previous 

experience of learning rounds in another school setting, which had inspired the HT to 

revisit the process. Through interest generated from reading some of the literature on 



17 | P a g e  
 

Professional Learning Communities in schools (such as  Philpott and Oates (2015; 

2017b)) and previous experience,  Learning Rounds was considered by the HT as a 

vehicle that had potential to promote collaborative professional development for staff, 

that was seen to be worth pursuing. The subsequent approach to the university-based 

partners was thus prompted by the HTs interest in supporting staff to engage in some 

research-based collaborative professional learning.  

 

Time for professional development in the Scottish context is a contested area. In 

recent times, this has been negotiated between government, professional associations 

and employers as part of the ‘Code of Practice on Working Time Arrangements for 

Teachers’ (see Educational Institute of Scotland). This directive emanates from the 

aforementioned 2011 government-commissioned review of teachers’ terms and 

conditions, ‘Advancing Professionalism in Teaching’ which became synonymous with 

its author as the McCormac report (McCormac, 2011).   The report recommended the 

introduction (or limitation) of a 35 hour working week for teachers, and 

a  corresponding number of hours for professional development over the course of an 

academic year. However, this gave rise to an unresolved conflict between teachers’ 

sense of their own professionalism, as open-ended and not time-managed (it is linked to 

a sense of duty, i.e. to do what needs to be done); and the perceived impossibility of 

confining their work to a prescribed number of hours as set out in the McCrone 

agreement (McPhee and Patrick, 2009).  

In Eden High School, the HT indicated an intention to allow for maximum 

flexibility of the Working Time Directive by ensuring that time for professional 

learning is protected within the school calendar, but allowing all teachers choice over 

how they used it. Some interest had been expressed by staff members in collaborative 

https://www.eis.org.uk/Education-And-Professional-Publications/Workingtimeagreement1
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practices such as Lesson Study; a shared planning, teaching, observational and debrief 

cycle conducted by small groups (Dudley 2005). This was met with enthusiasm from 

the staff involved, and, wishing to build on this, they investigated Learning Rounds as a 

potential alternative. Initially, over thirty (representing approximately 30% of the 

teaching staff) expressed interest and attended introductory meetings. Twenty-five 

participants volunteered to take part in the project. A representative cross section of the 

school staff, both male and female, with varying years of experience and from a wide 

range of curricular faculties within the school committed to the project. Members of the 

school leadership team, middle leadership and unpromoted staff were also represented 

within the voluntary group.  

 
Learning Rounds 

Learning Rounds (LR) are an observational, collaborative professional learning activity 

involving groups of teachers in classroom peer observation for the purposes of 

instructional improvement. The concept has origins in Instructional Rounds (City et al., 

2009), which in turn drew on the medical practice of medical ward rounds. The practice 

is essentially one involving a range of voices, from expert to novice, gathering evidence 

and sharing observations on a single area of focus; discussing the evidence gathered and 

arriving at a set of conclusions to inform next steps in the improvement cycle. Although 

the medical analogy has some inconsistencies and has been critiqued (see Philpott and 

Oates, 2015a), LR have been introduced in Scotland across a range of sectors, including 

primary, secondary and tertiary.  It has enjoyed a considerable amount of endorsement 

from policy-making bodies in Scotland (see Philpott and Oates, 2015a; 2015b), and 

beyond: it has also been adapted in a variety of ways globally, originating, as previously 

discussed in the USA as ‘Rounds,’ or ‘Instructional Rounds; evolving into Teaching 

Rounds in Australia; or Education Rounds in England (see Goodwin et al., 2015 for a 
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fuller discussion of these practices). 

 
The research project 

After initial meetings between author one and the HT, a sequence of professional 

learning sessions for school-based partners was agreed. The entire school teaching staff 

was informed of the proposal and invited to attend on a voluntary basis, and the time for 

these meetings was allocated within the 35 hours allocated to their professional 

development time.    

 

An online collaborative community was established by the HT and all 

participants were added. This space proved useful for sharing information and as a 

repository for reading materials and other relevant documents. However, active 

participation within it on the part of the school staff was very limited. Staff would 

typically download documents and respond to contributions or requests from the 

researchers, but rarely, if ever, initiate discussion themselves. As participation in the 

project was voluntary, numbers varied slightly in initial stages; this initial meeting 

attracted 32 staff and seven apologies; after the first two meetings a core group of 

around 25 was established. During discussions in workshops two and three, the school-

based group decided upon the theme of feedback as the focus of their observations.   

 

Methodology and Analysis 

Our interests and aims in this project were twofold:  to facilitate and model a 

collaborative learning process for school-based partners that might allow them to use it 

for further sharing and development of their own improvement agenda and to examine 

and give voice to teachers’  lived experience of the partnership.  Data have been drawn 
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from field notes, meetings, our own observations and semi-structured interviews. An 

invitation to volunteer for interview was extended to the group involved and 13 

participants came forward. We cannot account for the reasons those who came forward 

did, and those who did not, but voluntary participation in the project was integral to 

ethical considerations, in accordance with our institution’s guidelines.  Ethical approval 

had been granted from our university ethics committee. Interviews were recorded over 

two days at the end of the project and anonymity was guaranteed with all place and 

participants names having been replaced with pseudonyms to protect participant 

identity. An added layer of anonymity and non-traceability in using gender-neutral 

names, and the gender-neutral pronoun ‘they’ was also put in place.  

The data were transcribed and analysed using Nvivo software. A simple 

abductive analysis (Fletcher, 2017) of the data examining participants’ reported 

experiences of the partnership was carried out. Analysis started out by highlighting 

some broad patterns in the data relating to participants experiences of the partnership. 

Some common themes were identified which were abductively redescribed in the light 

of aspects of theory which had been identified in relevant literature. These will be 

reported in the following section. 

 

Findings 

In this section the main themes arising from data analysis will be presented. In 

summary, a consistent response from all participants suggested a positive experience of 

the partnership.  Whilst some valued the way in which it opened up alternative 

perspectives, others highlighted the sense of structure facilitated by the university-based 

partners.  The university –based partners’ positioning as expert bringers of knowledge 

was identified as a strength of the partnership by most of the school-based partners; 
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none of the school –based partners saw this as problematic, reflecting Wang and 

Wong’s asymmetrical relationship and their transmission model of partnership. This 

presents in itself an opportunity for further analysis of agency in partnership, which 

could be considered in a further discussion, but space constraints do not allow here. 

However, we will return to this notion later.   

Partnership as an Opening up of Perspectives 

The way in which the school-university partnership can provide access to a 

range of perspectives was discussed by a number of the participants. Most of these were 

concerned with how the university-based partners could provide access to alternative, 

perhaps more research-focused ways of thinking within professional learning: 

Sam: 
             I think it's an important thing that schools don't become isolated and locked 

in to this kind of school education, and look further afield.  It's all about 

opening your mind and seeing things differently. They [academics] come 

into school and do things differently from how we do. 

            Kelly: 
           I think it was because we were coming at it from one perspective and maybe 

not thinking about some things and you were coming at it from a different 

perspective.  And it was good to have all those perspectives. Having it from 

your research background, where you were looking in to the research was 

really good for us. 

            Jo: 
                               I think the staff and myself have enjoyed having conversations with you and 

discussion, and you have been really approachable and really accommodating 

in giving us lots of opportunity for discussion and questioning. 

 
Only one participant positioned the opening up of perspectives as reciprocal (a 

point we will return to later): 

Chris: 
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 I am a believer in working with universities….I think the gap between 

universities and schools is considerable. I think that those who are involved in 

training teachers for the future need to engage more with us and vice versa. I 

think we can learn from each other…Working with universities will bridge that 

gap, for both of us, you know. 

With respect to a sharing of perspectives, GTCS (2018) notes the value of 

school-university partnership in providing access to different perspectives and the 

respective strengths that each partner may bring.  However, whilst the data suggests that 

the school-based partners valued this opening up of perspectives, only one had referred 

to the kind of reciprocal learning akin to the coalition of interests and formation of new 

systems of working alluded to by Baumfield and Butterworth (2007).  It is this 

reciprocity (or perhaps lack thereof) that will we will return to later in this the paper.   

 

The Support/Structure of Partnership Working 

School based partners from both teaching and leadership teams noted that the 

structuring of the LR by the university-based partners had been supportive to the 

partnership and the professional learning arising from this:  

Ellis: 

I'm not sure it would have been as thorough if they had been left to their own devices to 

do it. I'm not sure it would have been as structured. I'm not sure that the same length of 

time would have been given over to the preparation of it, and for them to do the 

background reading and sit and meet in the evening, I don't think they'd get even near 

that level of depth, so I think that's been a big positive in terms of what you have been 

able to bring in terms of knowledge and the process and also up-skilling the staff on 

what the process is and the benefits of it and the background knowledge, the research 

behind it, I think that's been excellent. 
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The above view was supported by several school-based teachers who referred to 

the way in which the university-based partners were, ‘keeping us on track’ and helping 

the staff to ‘do it [learning rounds] properly’.  Viv noted, ‘I don't think many of us would 

have had a clue of what learning rounds were’, going on to describe the way in which the 

partnership had addressed this.  Danny reinforced this point: ‘I think you provided a lot of 

support for us. I think that would have been a lot harder if it was just ourselves’.  

In some aspects, the above reflections suggest positive experiences of 

partnership working that accord with key aspects of the research literature.  As many 

have already acknowledged (Beveridge et al, 2018; Darling-Hammond, 2006), school-

university partnership is most likely to thrive when there is good communication 

between partners and opportunities to agree ways of working. Certainly, there had been 

a relatively generous time allowance within the School’s working time arrangements for 

opportunities to meet face-to-face to structure the research and agree processes and 

principles (McLaughlin and Black- Hawkins, 2004).  Furthermore, it is clear that the 

head teacher supported the partnership wholeheartedly– recognised by Godfrey (2016) 

as a key element contributing to research being valued by the school-based partners. 

Wang and Wong (2018) however, issue caveats about how an unintended asymmetry in 

the relationship can also influence communication and undermine teacher autonomy. 

We will discuss the ways in which perceptions of the partner relationship impacted the 

work of the partnership in the following section.  

 

University Partnership as Validation 

School-based partners made frequent references to the school-university partnership as 

a kind of validation or raising of the profile of professional learning (in this case, 
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engaging in learning rounds) within the school.  One noted how the partnership with 

university gave this aspect of professional learning importance in the school. This view 

is typified by Sian, who noted that school-based staff take such professional learning 

experiences more seriously, going on to comment that: 

When it's an outside agency coming in and delivering, it is sort of saying this is 

how you do it, and this is how it's done.  Then it can be accepted more easily than 

if it's from within the organisation.  

Lindsay added: 

I don't think schools can properly function without good strong healthy links with 

outside bodies, be that universities, other businesses or the more the merrier, the 

more the better.  

 

The above comments from the school-based partners align with TSF’s promotion of ‘new 

and strengthened models of partnership among universities, local authorities, schools and 

individual teachers’ (Donaldson, 2011, p.48). In doing so, they imply that partnership 

models of the type used in this research (i.e. those that involve working with ‘outside 

agencies’) somehow give the enquiry itself greater status within the school.  The school-

based partners’ references to the university-based partners facilitating the learning rounds 

as outside agencies will be considered more fully in the following section in this paper. 

 

University Staff as Expert Bringers of Knowledge 

Within the interviews, almost all participants identified the expertise/experience 

of the university-based partners as a strength of the partnership.  One commented on 

how the partnership had given the staff team the confidence to know that they were 

approaching learning rounds in a way that would support staff development and 
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subsequent improvement in teaching and learning.  From others, phrases such as, ‘I feel 

as though you're the expert in your field’ and, ‘because of your expertise with it, it 

certainly would be very difficult not to have had you here’ suggested that they valued 

the university-based partners’ knowledge and experience.  For example, Viv noted: 

I think, getting the knowledge part initially from you…is quite a powerful process. 

That’s when we really need somebody that has been there and done it. So without 

it I don't think we would be anywhere near where we are now. 

This resonates with Leat and Lofthouse’s (2007) acknowledgement that, in 

effective partnerships, school-based staff respect and value university-based 

staff’s theoretical and pedagogical expertise.    However, Viv’s reference to 

‘getting the knowledge’ from the university-based partners also resonates with 

Wang and Wong’s (2017) reflections on partnership interpreted as a form of 

transmission.  In such a context, transformation of practice through reflection and 

enquiry may be undermined by an assumption that one side of the partnership is 

afforded the privilege of ‘providing’ knowledge to be ‘acquired, integrated, and 

stored into the receivers’ existing knowledge repertoire’ (Wang and Wong 2017, 

p488).  This proved an interesting tension, for the university-based partners; 

whilst keen to support the teachers in providing them with research and literature 

that might strengthen their knowledge of both learning rounds and feedback to 

pupils, we were perhaps simultaneously undermining our drive for reciprocity and 

teacher empowerment within the enquiry process.  

Furthermore, the language used by some school-based partners, including some 

of those referred to above, was not always the language of a reciprocal partnership, and 

the university-based partners were struck by the way in which some school-based 
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partners used language that positioned them as ‘powerful other’.  Even when praising 

the partnership, Jo commented: ‘it's been valuable having yourselves come in and impart all 

your knowledge’.  Whilst another noted the importance ‘the expertise of university’ in 

supporting the process, several referred to the university-based staff  variously as 

outside providers, training providers, external organisations and outside 

bodies.   Another school-based partner whose interview suggested that they had very 

much valued the experience of working with the university-based partners attributed 

this, in part, to the fact that we had told them, ‘what we should be doing and how to do 

it’.  This sense of the university-based partners as leaders, rather than partners, was 

reinforced by Lindsay:  

You're leading this and we are doing what we are told, I'm looking at you and  

taking my cues from you. So, you're the experts here. 

 

Lindsay goes on to paradoxically identify both as a beneficiary of others’ expert 

knowledge and an equal partner, illustrating a tension in simultaneously 

occupying models three and six of McLaughlin and Black-Hawkins’ (2004) typology:  

 I feel as though you're the expert in your field for sure and you tell us how to 

improve teacher work and process works but it's been very equal. We've been 

working in a very even, equal partnership. It's not been, there's been no difference 

in status, I didn't feel…..it was actually really good 

 
Interestingly, Lindsay also concluded their interview with the comment, ‘the 

partnership has been fantastic.’ 
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Conclusions 

The above reflections provide interesting insights into the nature of the 

partnership in the contemporary, Scottish policy context.  As we had been working at 

micro-level as facilitators in the  development of LR within one secondary school, we 

had been keen to promote collaboration; negotiation of the focus of enquiry; teacher-led 

data gathering; and teacher-led reflections on this data in order to inform conclusions 

and next steps.  As such, we had sought to position ourselves as ‘boundary brokers’ 

(Jackson and Burch, 2018) navigating a shared space for learning through our role as 

facilitators and co-researchers (with the school-based staff researching practices within 

the school and ourselves researching the process of introducing and enacting this first 

cycle of LR). Whilst we may also have wished to align ourselves with model five in the 

McLaughlin and Black-Hawkins (2004) typology, as facilitators or critical friends; 

supportive, but not directive of a school-based collaborative process of enquiry, we 

found ourselves more frequently identified, but not identifying,  as the ‘expert-bringers’ 

described in model two.  We were keen to secure the kind of ‘two-way learning’ that is 

recognised by Beveridge (2018 p31) as benefitting both partners.  However, unlike 

Beveridge’s (2018) school-based staff who identified tensions in the partnership due to 

a lack of hands-on university-based staff involvement, our discomfort lay in a perceived 

implicit resistance of some school-based staff’ to assume full ownership of the LR 

process.  Our experience, as such was more aligned to Wang and Wong’s (2017) 

positioning of ownership, where the partnership relationship is understood in terms of 

expert and practitioner.  In our data, there were few references to the kind of reciprocity 

we had hoped to encounter and, whilst the partnership was clearly valued, an 

asymmetry of partnership (ibid) was evident in a good number of the school-based staff 
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responses. They reflected positively on their experience but perhaps from a passive, 

non-agentic perspective.  

Our intention in this paper was to foreground school-based partners’ voices in an 

empirical (I’Anson and Eady. 2017) illustration of the school and university partnership 

experience. We acknowledge that our data are limited; that they are drawn from a small 

number of participants in a single school and cannot be interpreted as generalisable to 

the wider field. We hope that our analysis does, however, make a contribution to the 

development of the debate on how school and university partnerships can be understood 

and may be extended to allow for deeper and more sustained reciprocal learning in their 

enactment.  We also indicate some possible future direction for further research, 

discussion and analysis in this debate through examining the roles of resistance, 

reciprocity, power and agency at meso and micro levels in school-university 

partnerships. The potential for school and university partnerships may only be fully 

realised through further exploration of these considerations, especially with regard to 

teacher agency in professional learning,in theory and in practice.   

 

 

 

Footnotes  

[1]Knowledge exchange in Higher Education: The term ‘knowledge exchange’ 

usually refers to activity that commodify academic knowledge and promote it to 

specific individuals or organisations including, for example policy makers, 

practitioners, the public or business and industry. It is considered as a core task of 

academic work, alongside teaching, administration and research (Kitagawa and 

Lightowler, 2013). 
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[2] The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation is a government survey which 

identifies levels of deprivation in Scottish geographical postcode areas, based on a 

number of factors including health, education and rates of employment and crime.    

 

Declaration of interest statement: there have been no conflicts of interest in the 

writing of this paper. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

References 

• Bain, Y., Bruce, J. and Weir, D., (2017). Changing the landscape of 

school/university partnership in Northern Scotland. Professional Development in 

Education, 43(4), pp.537-555. 

• Baumfield, V. and Butterworth, M., (2007). Creating and translating knowledge 

about teaching and learning in collaborative school–university research 

partnerships: An analysis of what is exchanged across the partnerships, by 

whom and how. Teachers and Teaching: Theory and practice, 13(4), pp.411-

427. 

• Beveridge, L., Mockler, N., & Gore, J. (2018). An Australian view of the 

academic partner role in schools, Educational Action Research, 26:1, 25-41, 

DOI:10.1080/09650792.2017.1290538 

• Brisard, E., Menter, I. and Smith, I., (2006). Discourses of partnership in initial 

teacher education in Scotland: current configurations and tensions. European 

Journal of Teacher Education, 29(1), pp.49-66. 

• City, E.A., Elmore, R.F., Fiarman, S.E. and Teitel, L., (2009). Instructional 

rounds in education: A network approach to improving teaching and learning. 

Harvard Education Press. 8 Story Street First Floor, Cambridge, MA 02138. 



30 | P a g e  
 

• Coles, E., Cheyne, H., Rankin, J. and Daniel, B., (2016). Getting It Right for 

Every Child: A National Policy Framework to Promote Children's Well‐being in 

Scotland, United Kingdom. The Milbank Quarterly, 94(2), pp.334-365. 

• Darling-Hammond, L., (1994). Professional development schools: Schools for 

developing a profession. Teachers College Press, 1234 Amsterdam Ave., New 

York, NY 10027. 

•  Darling-Hammond, L., (2006). Constructing 21st-century teacher education. 

Journal of teacher education, 57(3), pp.300-314. 

• Donaldson, G., (2011). Teaching Scotland's Future: Report of a review of 

teacher education in Scotland. Scottish Government (Scotland). Online. 

Available at https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/01/13092132/0 [first 

Accessed 29/10/2018] 

• Dimmock, C., (2016). Conceptualising the research-practice-professional 

development nexus: mobilising schools as ‘research-engaged’ professional 

learning communities.  Professional Development in Education, 42(1), pp. 36-

53. 

• Dudley, P (2005). Network Leadership in Action: Getting Started with 

Networked Research Lesson Study. National College for School leadership. 

Accessed online 06/06/2017 at https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/309699.pdf  

• Educational Institute of Scotland (n.d.) Online. Available at 

https://www.eis.org.uk/Education-And-Professional-

Publications/Workingtimeagreement1 [first accessed 22/10/2018] 

• Fitzgerald, D. and Kay, J., (2007). Working together in children's services. 

Routledge. 

• Fletcher, A. J. (2017). Applying critical realism in qualitative research: 
methodology meets method. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 20, 181-194. 

•  

• Furlong, J., McNamara,O., Campbell, A., Howson, J. & Lewis, S. (2008) 

Partnership, policy and politics: initial teacher education in England under New 

Labour. Teachers and Teaching: theory and practice, 14:4, 307-318, DOI: 

10.1080/13540600802037728 

• Godfrey, D., (2016). Leadership of schools as research-led organisations in the 

English educational environment: cultivating a research-engaged school culture. 

https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/01/13092132/0
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/309699.pdf
https://www.eis.org.uk/Education-And-Professional-Publications/Workingtimeagreement1
https://www.eis.org.uk/Education-And-Professional-Publications/Workingtimeagreement1


31 | P a g e  
 

Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 44(2), pp. 301–321. 

• GTCS (2018): Online. Working through partnership to develop practitioner 

enquiry in schools. Available at: http://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-

update/research-practitioner-enquiry/practitioner-enquiry/partnership.aspx [first 

accessed 18/10/2018]  

• Goodwin, A.L. et al., (2015). A closer look at the practice and impact of 

‘Rounds.’ International journal of educational research, 73, pp.37-43 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2015.06.006 

• I'Anson, J. and Eady, S., (2017). Partnership as educational policy imperative: 

An unquestioned good?. Professions and Professionalism, 7(3), pp.e1814-

e1814. 

• Jackson, A. and Burch, J., (2018). New directions for teacher education: 

investigating school/university partnership in an increasingly school-based 

context. Professional Development in Education, pp.1-13. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2018.1449002 

• Kennedy, A. and Doherty, R., (2012). Professionalism and partnership: panaceas 

for teacher education in Scotland?. Journal of education policy, 27(6), pp.835-

848. 

• Kitagawa, F. and Lightowler, C., (2013). Knowledge exchange: A comparison 

of policies, strategies, and funding incentives in English and Scottish higher 

education. Research Evaluation, 22(1), pp.1-14. 

• Kolbe, L.J., Allensworth, D.D., Potts‐Datema, W. and White, D.R., (2015). 

What have we learned from collaborative partnerships to concomitantly improve 

both education and health? Journal of School Health, 85(11), pp.766-774. 

• Leat, D. and Lofthouse, R., (2015). Teachers’ experiences of engagement with 

and in educational research: what can be learned from teachers’ views? Oxford 

Review of Education, 41(2), pp. 270-286. 

• MacAllister, J., (2015). Philosophical Perspectives on the Future of Teacher 

Education.. Heilbronn, R. & Foreman-Peck, L. (eds.). London: Wiley-

Blackwell, p. 38-54 

• McCormac, G., (2011). Advancing professionalism in teaching: The report of 

the review of teacher employment in Scotland. APS Group Scotland. Online, 

http://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-update/research-practitioner-enquiry/practitioner-enquiry/partnership.aspx
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-update/research-practitioner-enquiry/practitioner-enquiry/partnership.aspx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2015.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2018.1449002
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/james-macallister(d84370fe-603e-499f-af03-23cac29f56fd).html


32 | P a g e  
 

Available at: https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/09/13091327/0 Accessed 

30/10/2018 

• McLaughlin, C. and Black-Hawkins, K., (2004). A schools-university research 

partnership: Understandings, models and complexities. Journal of in-service 

education, 30(2), pp.265-284. 

•  McMahon, M., Forde, C., & Dickson, B. (2015). Reshaping teacher education 

through the professional continuum, Educational Review, 67:2, 158-178, DOI: 

10.1080/00131911.2013.846298 

• McPhee, A.D. and Patrick, F., (2009). ‘The pupils will suffer if we don't work’: 

teacher professionalism and reactions to policy change in Scotland. Scottish 

Educational Review, 41(1), pp.86-96. 

• Philpott, C. and Oates, C., (2015a). Learning Rounds: what the literature tells us 

(and what it doesn’t). Scottish Educational Review, 47(1), pp.49-65. 

• Philpott, C. and Oates, C., (2015b). What Do Teachers Do When They Say They 

Are Doing Learning Rounds? Scotland's Experience of Instructional Rounds. 

European Journal of Educational Research, 4(1), pp.22-37. 

• Philpott, C. and Oates, C., (2017a). Teacher agency and professional learning 

communities; what can Learning Rounds in Scotland teach us?. Professional 

development in education, 43(3), pp.318-333. 

• Philpott, C. and Oates, C., (2017b). Professional learning communities as drivers 

of educational change: The case of learning rounds. Journal of Educational 

Change, 18(2), pp.209-234. 

• Schleicher, A. (2016). Teaching Excellence through Professional Learning and 

Policy Reform: Lessons from Around the World, International Summit on the 

Teaching Profession. OECD Publishing, Paris. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264252059-en  

• Singh, M. ,Reid, J., Bown, K., Mayer, D., & Santoro, N. (2013). Teacher 

education, research and the renewal of critique, Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher 

Education, 41:1, 1-6, DOI: 10.1080/1359866X.2012.753670 

• Smith, I., Brisard, E. & Menter, I. (2006): Partnership in Initial Teacher 

Education in Scotland 1990-2005: unresolved tensions. Scottish Educational 

Review. 37, p. 20-31 

https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/09/13091327/0
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/persons/ian-smith
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/publications/partnership-in-initial-teacher-education-in-scotland-1990-2005-un
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/publications/partnership-in-initial-teacher-education-in-scotland-1990-2005-un
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/persons/ian-smith/publications/
https://research-portal.uws.ac.uk/en/persons/ian-smith/publications/


33 | P a g e  
 

• Smith, I. (2010). Reviewing Scottish Teacher Education for the 21st Century: 

Let Collaborative Partnership Flourish. Scottish Educational Review, 42(2), 33 - 

56. 

• Sugrue, C., (2004). Rhetorics and realities of CPD across Europe: From 

cacophony towards coherence. International handbook on the continuing 

professional development of teachers, pp.67-93. 

• Verger, A., Lubienski, C. and Steiner-Khamsi, G.,(2016). The emergence and 

structuring of the global education industry: Towards an analytical framework. 

In World Yearbook of Education 2016 (pp. 23-44). Routledge. 

• Verger, A., Steiner-Khamsi, G. and Lubienski, C., (2017). The emerging global 

education industry: analysing market-making in education through market 

sociology. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 15(3), pp.325-340. 

• Walsh, M. and Backe, S., (2013). School-university partnerships: reflections and 

opportunities. Peabody Journal of Education, 88(5), pp. 594-607. 

• Wang, X. &. Wong, J.L.N., (2017). How do primary school teachers develop 

knowledge by crossing boundaries in the school–university partnership? A case 

study in China. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 45:5, 487-504, DOI: 

10.1080/1359866X.2016.1261392  

• Williamson, B., (2016). Coding the biodigital child: the biopolitics and 

pedagogic strategies of educational data science. Pedagogy, Culture & 

Society, 24(3), pp.401-416. 

• Williamson, B., (2017). Decoding ClassDojo: psycho-policy, social-emotional 

learning and persuasive educational technologies. Learning, Media and 

Technology, 42(4), pp.440-453. 

 


	Taylor & Francis
	2019 09 23 Oates et al School
	Introduction
	Defining Partnership in relation to teacher education
	School - university partnership at macro, meso and micro levels
	Macro level- an international perspective
	Methodology and Analysis
	Partnership as an Opening up of Perspectives
	The Support/Structure of Partnership Working
	University Partnership as Validation
	University Staff as Expert Bringers of Knowledge

	Conclusions


