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Partnering Practices And The Complexities Of Collaboration: A Case Study In Curriculum Development
Mike Doyle, m.doyle@salford.ac.uk
Discourses of collaboration and partnership prevail in public policy, and the research of these issues is theoretically limited and often framed normatively and uncritically within prevailing discourses. In attempting to access practices of partnering this paper uses an ‘interventionist’ research strategy (from cultural-historical activity theory) to obtain data on initial conceptualisations of collaborators on an emerging curriculum (a Foundation Degree), and how they articulate and prioritise its subsequent development. This involves contextualising the emerging practice within the different discourses that partners bring to the process, as well as evaluating how the articulation of partners’ practices influences the prioritising of interpretations, and subsequent implementation. The paper offers a reflective critique of the analytical framework in this context, and comments on how it might be developed to facilitate more detailed analysis.
Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to explore an example of the process of partnering within a theoretical framework of Activity Theory, and to evaluate the utility of the theory in this process.
The structure of the paper involves a brief outline of the context for the partnership studied, followed by a brief summary of the literature on partnerships and collaboration. It then provides a theoretical framework for the analysis of the data, which is based on constructivist theories of social practice. The methodology is summarised, and after the data is analysed, the theoretical framework is evaluated. Implications for practices of partnership are then considered.
The Research Context
The research has been carried out over a three year period. It has involved analysing the practices of partnering on a Foundation Degree prototype between three units within a university, five colleges of Further Education delivering the curriculum, and five local authorities (employers and providers of the students). The context is therefore complex. The research has been motivated by a desire to analyse local responses to dominant policy discourses of ‘partnership’, particularly in education.
Literature on Partnership and Collaboration
The literature on partnership spans four theoretical strands: corporate theory, liberal humanist, complexity theory and critical theory. The positive connotations of ‘partnership’ are reflected in the largely uncritical, aspirational and even normative nature of much of the literature. This is particularly applicable to corporate theory and liberal humanist approaches. Corporate theory (Thomas (2002), Huxham (1993), Pennings (1981)) is characteristically systemic and reductive. The rationalist managerialism behind concepts such as ‘collaborative advantage’ - working together to enhance mutual access to resources and expertise, makes logical sense, but it relies on ‘tool-kit’ approaches of tweaking inputs and does not sufficiently take into account issues of power, meaning and interpretation. Liberal humanist approaches (Griffiths, 2000, Clandinin et al, 1993, Somekh, 1994) overestimate the power of individual autonomy - of agency over structure, and in recognising power differences between partners, are idealistic about the symmetry and articulation of voice between partners in the process of reasoning - it seems sufficient for powerful partners to simply recognise difference from the outset and make espoused commitments to egalitarian practices.
Complexity theorists (Huxham, 2000) are aware of the significance of distinct situated discursive practices that partners bring to the process, but some still appear to seek rationalist explanations (such as failure equating with managerialist notions of planning ‘inputs’) to shortcomings in meeting objectives, for example Milbourne et. al., 2003, blame poor collaboration on ‘failure to establish clear shared goals’, and fail to address issues of power differences. Critical theorists (Capper et al., 1994), like liberal humanists, overstate agency, while post-structuralists (such as Rouse, 1987), emphasising discursive structures and practices, risk sailing rather close to determinist analyses.
Where partnership struggles, it is assumed that aims need further clarification (Milbourne et al, 2003), more time is needed to build up trust (Trim, 2001), or power differences have not been acknowledged and dealt with from the outset (Griffiths, 2000, Somekh, 1994). The paucity of literature on collaboration and its contextual and processual development illustrates either consensus on these premises or that they have not been critically explored. The limited work that has been done (Johnston 1997, Clift et al 2000, Dadds, 1995, James and Worrall, 2000), points to the importance of ‘acknowledging power differences, status, language, style and purpose, and the building up of strategies to mitigate them’ (Griffiths, 2003: 102).
My contention is that ‘partnership’ and ‘collaboration’ are therefore under-theorised, and the literature is to a degree ‘captured’ by normative and rationalist discourses. The premises for these positions are not critically evaluated.
Conceptualising Practice of Partnership and its Development
As partnerships are usually developmental and instrumental, I have used theories of contextual development of situated practice to frame and analyse my data: in particular Activity Theory (Vygotsky, 1978, Engestrom, 1987, 2001, 2003), and to a lesser extent communities of practice theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991, Lave, 1993 and Wenger, 1998). Both are variants of social practice theory. 
Communities of practice theory has its roots in anthropological perspectives of apprentices working with masters, and through ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ moving to mastery. Although Lave and Wenger acknowledge degrees of negotiation of identity ‘interstitially’ (1991: 64), (particularly in the development of informal communities of practice in coercive workplaces), and later Wenger (1998:188) stresses the exercise of power within communities through the ‘negotiability of meanings’ in the formation and assertion of identities (his notion of ‘economies of meaning’) the process is largely gradualist and emergent within the dominant discourses of the community. The image is one of absorption of novices into prevailing cultural practices. This is in spite of a belated recognition of potential conflicts and developing power relations in this process (Lave and Wenger, 1991:115-6).
It is this that moves Engestrom and Miettinen to comment:
What seems to be missing is movement outward and in unexpected directions: questioning of authority, criticism, innovation, and initiation of change. Instability and inner contradictions of practice are all but missing. (1999: 12)
In contrast Activity Theory (AT) has its roots in Marxian notions of dialectical development. Questioning of consensus, consciousness of contradiction and its articulation within what Engestrom (1987) calls an ‘activity system’, form the basis of development and, more significantly, transformation. The activity system is the unit of analysis, and consists of the subject with an object, which is mediated through tools or artefacts (after Vygotsky, 1978) and is historically situated. Engestrom extended these components within a triangular framework to include rules within the system, the notion of community and a division of labour (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1 The Activity System (after Engestrom, 1987)
Within the context of this research the subject might be the team or its individual members relating to programme learning outcomes through the mediating tools of curriculum delivery and assessment, which is subject to rules of quality assurance, and delivered by communities with distinct roles and functions. AT offers a means of analysing development. 
Contradictions within the system provide the dynamic for the questioning, remodelling and evaluation of practices (Engestrom, 1999), and this process may result in ‘expansive learning’ for partners – knowing is constituted through emerging practice within the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978). Engestrom refers to the process of expansive learning through working professional groups as 
…radical exploration…learning what is not yet there…the creation of new knowledge and new practices for a newly emerging activity; that is, learning embedded in and constitutive of the qualitative transformation of the entire activity system.” (Engestrom, 2004)
In developing this theory, Engestrom (2001) acknowledges a ‘third generation’ of interacting activity systems (for example, partnerships), and the significance of boundaries between them in articulating and negotiating ‘boundary objects’ and ‘boundary crossing’. The former provide the mediating means for the latter.
Using an Interventionist Methodology
Engestrom uses the activity system as the unit of analysis to access learning that is decentred, distributed and social, to bring about and evaluate development and ‘expansiveness’. The methodology is therefore interventionist rather than traditional. By this I mean the research process and the researcher are active in the development. 
I see developmental work research and other serious attempts at employing activity theory as a laboratory where new theoretical concepts and methodological principles are created, not only tested. (Engestrom, 1990:105)
He developed the notion of the ‘boundary crossing laboratory’ (Engestrom et al 1996, Engestrom, 2001), largely in the context of multi-professional approaches to patient care, but the concept and the methodology are applicable to other professional fields. ‘Multi-vocality’ is an essential component in the process of articulating questioning of existing practices and paradigms. In more recent work (for example, Engestrom, 2003), the theoretical emphases have been on ‘horizontal’ expansiveness across activity systems. In other words, rather than knowledge development being vertical, multivocality and breadth of perspectives brought to the activity mean that the horizontal dimension in expansive knowledge formation, and distribution (after Hutchins, 1990, 1995), is equally significant. This implies the crossing of boundaries: he refers to ‘hybridization’ of ideas and in a more recent article ‘co-configuration’ (2004) in the contexts of multi-professional groups working together and co-constructing knowledge. He acknowledges that situated practices have a bearing on this, in that:
The alternative proposals may often be traced to the cultural resources of different participating activity systems. (Engestrom, 2003)
AT provides a useful heuristic to analyse collaborative developmental activity by individuals from different institutions and occupational backgrounds. My approach has been to use it to analyse collaborative curriculum development and delivery for semester 1 across two sequences of student intakes on a Foundation Degree. I interviewed all team members (further and higher education, and employers) at the end of semester 1 for the first intake of students and then invited them to an evaluation workshop (‘boundary crossing laboratory’). 
I used anonymised responses to two interview questions (‘What do you think is the primary learning goal of the programme’, and ‘what needs to change for the next cohort of students to support a more effective delivery of that learning goal?’) to stimulate questioning at the start of the workshop. This mirrors the phases of expansive learning laid out by Engestrom (1999: 383): questioning, analysing, modelling, and subsequent to the workshop implementation, reflection and consolidation. (In 2003 Engestrom reformulated the ideal-typical sequence of expansive learning to incorporate more explicitly the process of boundary crossing).
Changes were determined for the second intake of students by the group, and after the first semester of the second cohort, I repeated the process of individual interviews and followed this with a second boundary crossing laboratory. I concluded the process a year later by circulating a briefing paper outlining the theoretical rationale for the methodology, and hosting a final evaluation workshop to gauge responses to its relationship to the subjects’ experiences and their development. Data analysis is in process, but I wish to use some of the data from the first boundary crossing session to see what the theory offers in analysing partnering practices in this context.

Example of Data
The first workshop was structured broadly around the phases of questioning, analysing and modelling. I called these ‘what’ issues, ‘why’ issues and moved from these to thinking about ‘how’ issues for the second intake of students. The programme leader and representative of the host school within the University did not arrive until the start of the discussions of the ‘how’ issues. The other two University units were represented throughout the workshop. 
In my initial data analysis each of these three segments broke down into distinct episodes: under ‘what’ issues, discussion ranged from the work-based nature of the learning to a debate on ‘academic drift’ to the problems deliverers of the curriculum were facing operating within University practices and quality systems within different institutional settings. In early discussions on the meanings of work-based learning University staff were vocal, even initiating discussion and offering working definitions. In later stages, particularly when college tutors were expressing frustration that the modular structures were imposing limitations on attempts to develop whole course perspectives on their particular espoused priorities of personal development and formative assessment (prevailing college pedagogic practice), the University voices were silent. 
Discussion within the ‘why’ episodes was more open and in the second of these, on assessment, college staff and the employer representative challenged modular practices and initiated processes of modelling rooted in their own situated practices, involving propositions to integrate assessment across modules. There were a number of attempts by college tutors, in the form of explanations and clarifications, to ‘stabilize’ debate (Engestrom, 2004) and anchor propositions at this stage, but these did not involve attempts at boundary crossing – rather they represented assertions of challenge to dominant discursive practices. The multivocality stressed by Engestrom was evident in this phase of the discussions.
The programme leader arrived as discussions on the ‘why’ phase were concluding and moving on to discussions of how practice might be changed for the second cohort of students. In the first episode of this phase, discussions on the possibility of integrating assignments across modules in semester 1 continued. However in this phase the programme leader made 11 contributions (98 text units), other HE staff 4, mixed economy college person 4, sixth form college person (ex-FE head of department) 3, the employer 1 and there were silences from the other two college representatives (60 text units combined). I present these figures to demonstrate simply how the dynamic within the group changed. Throughout the subsequent ‘how’ episodes discussion became more open, but the dominant discursive structures and practices within which the activity was being constituted were reflected in the responses of the programme leader to suggestions for change. 
This implies no criticism. Rather it mirrors Engestrom’s (2003) statement cited earlier about the filters that ‘cultural resources’ provide and how they impact in dialogue across activity systems. The positions articulated by the other members can also be traced to their own prevailing professional and institutional practices. The programme leader’s (PL’s) template for the development of practice was based on his own situated experience:
Servicing (Department) HE tutor: We’ve been talking about assessments and how they might change. It could be that we could redraw the assessments in order to link the modules more directly…drawing on their previous learning.
PL: The way to do it is through integrated assessment.
Servicing HE tutor: We’ve discussed this and didn’t know whether it was possible.
Facilitator: Within the modular framework.
PL: Well we do it on the HND. We have the core, and in that Economic Theory, Marketing and Theories of the Firm, and you have assignments where students integrate the whole of that knowledge.
The categorical assertion is constructively supportive of the suggestion, but within prevailing practices situated within local (HE) organisational histories and cultures. The challenges at this stage are limited and voiced by HE staff and the mixed-economy college tutor. The hierarchical structural roles are prevalent, with silences equally significant. 
The second ‘how’ episode, ‘study skills’, followed an attempt by me (as Facilitator) to summarise the priorities identified in the first, and this was identified as a gap by the servicing HE tutor. This coincided with the first significant challenge to the Programme Leader:
Servicing HE tutor: I don’t know what people think about study skills.
All: Yes, yes.
PL: Doesn’t Independent Learning (Core module semester 1) cover that?
Mixed Economy College tutor: It covers learning – the two are separate things.
PL: We’ve always done it as part of induction.
A difference in emphasis: the HE modular mind with a focus on contained propositional knowledge is in contrast to emphasis in the college tutor’s practices on the student and development across the programme. This is a difference that emerges throughout the whole workshop. The Programme Leader goes on to propose a study skills exercise which is given to traditional 18 year old students in induction, and this is challenged by the mixed economy college tutor whose experience is with mature non-traditional students. This challenge produces reinforcing responses from the other college representatives, culminating in a linkage to earlier discussion initiated in the ‘what’ discussions before the arrival of the Programme Leader - the questioning of HE modular structures:
6th Form College tutor: …we spend 24 weeks delivering the teaching. Is there any reason why we couldn’t make this longer, you know so the students come in for 14 weeks, say, and the extra two weeks each semester are study skills…
FE College1 tutor: I don’t know about other colleges, but we’re given…this is something I wanted raising at the Steering Group, we’re given 30 hours to deliver and assess a module which is not a great deal of time (all college representatives agree)
Mixed Economy College tutor: We’re supposed to do 12 weeks input and 3 weeks…we’ve never stopped at 12 weeks and always gone right through.
The colleges are clearly limited by the modular structures and practices, but the difference in level of autonomy between the colleges, reflected in size and experience of dealing with universities, results in varying degrees of adaptation to local practices. The Mixed Economy College adapted the University’s regulations to local practices, and exercised a degree of control in interpreting University requirements in the best interests of the learners and local pedagogic practices. 
The issue of voice re-emerged later in the workshop:
Mixed Economy College tutor:…out in the colleges we seem to have no ownership at all. We just seem to be told ‘this is it’. You know, ‘you’re aware of the chalk face – you deliver it and assess it, but you have no other input other than the routine and highlighting of issues and problems’, but we seem to have no ownership at all.
When it is explained by the Programme Leader that the decision had been made at the outset that module leaders would all be full time University staff, the response is:
Mixed Economy College tutor: I’m not talking about becoming module leaders, but in putting into what’s actually going on in the modules.
Subsequent challenges through the discussions resulted in proposals for change and adaptation of teaching and assessment for the second cohort, but on terms that did not necessarily involve ‘hybridity’ or ‘co-configuration’ (Engestrom, 2004). Such concepts connote mutual engagement, in keeping with liberal humanist and Habermasian positions. Indeed toward the end of the discussion the programme leader, while recognising the value of the workshop, questioned its status and the standing of the proposals vis a vis the formal Annual Programme Review (APR). It was agreed that the modelling for the second cohort would be presented to and subject to the approval of the APR (July), but all recognised the time restrictions this would impose to prepare changes for the new cohort (September).
To an extent there were attempts throughout the workshop to stabilise the debate and reach consensus on meanings and proposed practices. Were boundaries crossed? They were certainly exposed, and to an extent expressed. The Programme Leader recognised the rationale for linking assessment between modules within semesters, and if possible across semesters. This change has subsequently happened. Was the experience expansive in Engestrom’s terms (the result of confronting and resolving  deep contradictions, the ‘double bind’)? This was unlikely at this stage in the development process, and the question will need to be addressed in the context of the longitudinal data analysis. Nevertheless the distributed nature of knowledge and expertise did have an impact in that assessment patterns were changed for the second cohort of students. HE staff were responsive to the problems of curriculum delivery articulated by those with the experience of its delivery.
The division of labour (and status and power) was clear, and the frustration expressed by the colleges and to a lesser degree the employer reflected the dominant discourses to which they were required to adapt. The frustration expressed by the Mixed Economy College tutor, articulating in probability a wider sectoral perspective, reminds me of Wenger’s assertion of the need for negotiability of meaning in such collaborative activity:
When in a community of practice the distinction between production and adoption of meaning reflects enduring patterns of engagement among members – that is, when some always produce and some always adopt – the local economy of meaning yields very uneven ownership of meaning. This situation, when it persists, results in a mutually reinforcing condition of both marginality and inability to learn. (Wenger, 1998:203)
Activity Theory as a Heuristic Tool
AT has provided me with two very useful means of analysis for the process of partnering. The first is the unit of analysis of the activity system, and the second is the interventionist methodology for developmental work research. I will confine my comments to the former for this paper.
Extensive reading of Engestrom’s work in particular, and Activity Theory more generally has led me to recognise its utility as an analytical tool to evaluate development, particularly across collaborating activity systems in partnerships such as discussed in this paper. My particular interest is its limitation in addressing power differences between partners, both within an activity system and across collaborating systems. The snapshot of data in this paper illustrates the point.
AT’s systemic conceptualisation of activity is therefore exposed to criticisms of being reductive, functionalist and modernist. Within an activity system such as in this research, what is the ‘object’ to the collaborating ‘subjects’ (hence my opening question in the first interviews)?  Berglund (2003) has recently developed an interesting perspective on activity theory by linking it with phenomenography: the activity system provides the unit of analysis, the shell, but variation within the shell for contributing subjects is the focus of research (‘the experience of learning in the experienced context’). A key issue following from this for activity theory is how that learning is contextualised outside the boundary crossing laboratory within own everyday organisational structures and practices (hence my use of interviews to follow up both BCLs). This is problematic for Engestrom, who, in criticising cognitive and phenomenological conceptions of context comments:
For activity theory contexts are neither containers nor situationally created experiential spaces. Contexts are activity systems. An activity system integrates the subject, the object and the instruments (material tools as well as signs and symbols) into a unified whole. (Engestrom, 1990: 78)
An obvious subsequent question relating to power in analysing the data is who’s object prevails, and in which contexts? There is scope here to conceptualise ‘local’ power and decision-making at Lave and Wenger’s (1991: 64) position of ‘interstices’, and this notion is also reminiscent of Giddens’ (1984: 283) concept of the ‘dialectic of control’, particularly outside the context of the boundary crossing laboratory, whereby the transfer of policy into practice may be subject to the framing of those (subordinates in the process) charged with its ultimate implementation. There are conceptual parallels here also with Ball’s (1993) distinction between ‘discourse’ and ‘text’.
Holland and Reeves (1994) use ‘perspective’ to extend the applicability of theories of situated cognition (and in particular, activity theory), which they claim to be of limited help in addressing diversity among teams:
…the teams construed their work in different ways and in the process created different intellectual tasks for themselves.
Perspective is defined as
…the understanding that agents construct about themselves in relation to the contexts of action in which they find themselves. These persons, in turn, affect the ways that teams construe and carry out their projects.” (Holland and Reeves, 1994)
What is constructed is contingent upon cultural discourses and symbols specific to individuals’ experiences.
Engestrom (2003) evaluated a particular session in which ten ‘potentially expansive features of mutual engagement and commitment to change in practices’ occurred. None of the sets contained an interaction in which all parties responsible for the practical creation and implementation of an agreement or plan jointly engaged in the discourse. In the light of power differences, reflected in discursive practices, ‘mutual engagement and commitment to change’ is problematic. However, in the same article he moves to state
…whether or not a boundary crossing action is expansive can ultimately only be determined in the broader context of transformation in the activity systems involved.
Therefore, in subsequent and more detailed analyses of my data set, I will look at variations in development of practice at the level of implementation and the impact on dominant discursive practices that ‘questioning’ and ‘contradiction’ produce. In this respect, questioning in the first boundary crossing session resulted in change and development. It was not quite a case of ‘apprentices’ engaging in ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, though the data may yet support a socialisation thesis. The HE staff responded to the proposals, albeit within the terms of established practices, in an incremental way. ‘Hybridity’ may relate to an entity (even with one set of genes more dominant than the other), but also a process, and Trim (2001) may indeed be right that a critical factor in this process, from both developmental and research perspectives, is time. 
Lessons for Partnerships?
My conclusion for making partnership more effective is the need to articulate interest, difference, perspective and interpretation explicitly from the outset. This needs to initiate a process of reflexivity that requires ‘subjects’ within the activity, regardless of status, to articulate their ‘object’, which may vary between partners. This needs to be recognised and appropriate priorities and compromises negotiated from the beginning and subsequently throughout the process. The notion of ‘collaborative advantage’ should be contextualised in determining the realisation of interpretation of goals for partners, and the potential of the process for (distributed) knowledge construction through practice needs to be monitored reflexively. As the earlier quote from Wenger states, negotiability is critical in having a stake in the enterprise. Rationalist goals for partnerships need to be adaptable to accommodate perspective and the broader situated development process. This requires recognition that such goals may change, or need to be adapted when contextualised. It is the development process that is critical in constituting the identity and realisation of such emergent goals. 
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