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ABSTRACT 

The primary purpose of this study is to present the understandings of 

collaboration held by parents, teachers, and administrators in elementary schools who 

have experience in coIlaborating through their involvement in school improvement 

initiatives. It provides insight into the meaning of collaboration through participants' 

description of their collaborative experiences. Further, based on participants' shared 

understanding of the phenomenon, this study examines collaboration as a means of 

achieving successful outcomes related to school improvement. It also examines the 

perceptions that principals themselves and other stakeholders have regarding the 

responsibilities and role of the principal in fostering and supporting collaboration. 

Following a qualitative focus group research design and using a purposive 

sampling technique, 16 individuals representing a broad range of stakeholder roles were 

involved in eight focus group interviews. The participants were from 14 elementary 

schools in a large public school system in Western Canada. Data were gathered from 

scheduled group interviews and were supplemented by researcher field notes. These data 

were analyzed and reported according to the influence of factors on the form, content, 

process, skills, outcomes, and leadership aspects of the collaborations. The coded data 

provide rich images of collaboration created through the descriptions of participants' 

lived experiences in collaborative settings. 

In addition, this study suggests a conceptualization of collaboration that 

represents the dynamic and complex interplay of the components and various issues 

portrayed in participant understandings of collaboration. Findings of this study also 

indicate that collaboration is viewed as an enactment of a democratic way of being in 



schools and society. As well, the findings of this study link collaborative interaction and 

relationships to successful school improvement as reported by participants in their 

description of the positive outcomes of their collaborations including satisfaction, 

community, synergy, improved learning and pedagogy, and better decisions in schools. 

Finally, the influence of leadership on collaborative initiatives also is suggested. 

Although this study focuses on what collaboration means to the 16 participants 

involved in the research, stakeholders in similar roles may gain insight from this study as 

they conceive, create, and evaluate their own collaborations. 

Recommendations for research and practice addressing such issues as teacher and 

principal behaviours in collaborative contexts, acquisition of collaborative skills and 

knowledge, recruitment, mentoring, and the redefinition of roles and responsibilities for 

educational stakeholders are presented. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Problem to be Investigated 

As the call to collaborate resounds in the 2 1 st century approach to organizational 

behaviour, educators and other professionals may lack the collaborative skills and 

knowledge needed for successfil involvement in the process. In fact, Fullan (1 993) has 

argued that collaboration is one of the most misunderstood concepts in educational 

change. Consequently, because ineffectiveness may result when individuals neither know 

what collaboration is nor how to practice it, many researchers addressing collaboration 

have called for further study of what might be meant by coIlaboration, of how it might be 

practiced, and of the outcomes that follow from it (Christiansen, Goulet, Krentz, & 

Maeers, 1997; Cook & Friend, 1992; John-Steiner, Weber & Minnis, 1998; Little, 1990; 

O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997; Timperley & Robinson,1998). Without evidence that they are 

successful, participants may become disillusioned and abandon the collaborative process. 

As a result, collaboration runs the risk of becoming another "bandwagon approach" to 

educational reform (Welch, 1998, p. 34). 

Justification for the Study 

Collaboration has the potential to improve student learning outcomes (Little, 

1982; McLaughlin, 1997; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Rosenholtz, 1989) and to support 

school-wide decision making and problem solving (Bullock & Thomas, 1994; Caldwell, 

1997; Maehr & Midgley, 1996; Murphy & Beck, 1995). Several issues emerged fiom my 

examination of the literature on collaboration. First, although the research has 

contributed to a conceptual framework for collaboration (Cook & Friend, 1991 ; Little, 

1990; Wood & Gray, 1991), very few studies have allowed the essential nature of 



collaboration to show itself and speak for itself through participant stories. Therefore this 

study seeks to understand the participants' way of being in a situation as it was actually 

lived and experienced by them in a collaborative setting. 

The second issue that was evident in my study of the literature on collaboration 

was that different authors used the term to describe a wide variety of activities and ways 

of working together. As well, various synonyms such as collegiality, cooperation, and 

consultation fiuther complicated understanding of the phenomenon. Little empirical 

research has focused directIy on how individuals interact collaboratively and what this 

means descriptively and conceptually. Therefore this study has the potential to provide 

insight into stakeholder collaborative perspectives and to link their experiences 

theoretically and experientially to findings in the literature. 

The third issue that emerged from the literature is that several studies have 

examined collaboration as an adjunct to, or process involved in some other activity. The 

other activity was the primary focus of the study (Bickel & Hatrup, 1995; Christiansen et 

al., 1997; Hargreaves, 1994). What remains to be explored then is the study of 

collaboration itself from the experiential perspective of individuals engaged in the 

process. This study focuses specifically on the content, processes, and outcomes of 

collaboration and will add to the limited number of studies addressing collaboration in 

such direct terms. 

Significance of the Study 

The ability to work collaboratively with others is becoming one of the core 

requisites of contemporary school reform. Therefore expanding the understanding of 

collaboration is important for theory, policy, and practice. This study presents the 



opportunity for description of participants' lived experience of collaboration at the school 

level. Because this study examines a broad range of stakeholder perspectives on 

collaboration, it may contribute to the meaning of collaboration by uncovering common 

understandings, behaviours, and attributes that foster collaboration. Given that current 

school reform initiatives such as shared decision making require individuals to work 

together collaboratively, an increased understanding of how to collaborate may result in 

positive outcomes in terms of improved student learning. 

This study has implications for teachers and administrators at the school and 

district level. Teachers who experience feelings of isolation in a school because of lack 

of knowledge of how to collaborate effectively may benefit Erom this study. To this end, 

this study may help teachers experience greater support and satisfaction in their teaching. 

As well, this research could reveal patterns of leadership behaviour or administrative 

structures that promote collaboration. Research that can guide principals who are 

engaged in collaborative school improvement initiatives is sorely needed. Only a few 

empirical studies of collaborative school principal leadership have been published 

(Haskin, 1995; Prestine, 1991 ; Rosenblum, Louis, & Rossmiller, 1994). While several 

studies have addressed the strategies and constructs identified with shared governance 

leadership such as principal trust, respect for teachers, vision, support, and listening 

(Conley & Goldman, 1994; Goldman, Dunlop & Conley, 1993; Leithwood, 1992; 

Telford, 1995), these studies have provided few detailed descriptions of the strategies 

themselves. Accordingly, because this study provides a rich description of how various 

constituents have experienced a particular leadership within collaborative reform it has 

the potential both to support principals and other administrators in their understanding of 



collaboration, and to help them to identify and develop practices that support 

collaboration. Furthermore, because an intent of this study is to identify skills and 

abilities that are required for collaboration, this research may be instructive for staff 

development at the school and district level. 

Finally, this study could also inform the theory and emerging practices related to 

issues of management, power and structure, supervision, and leadership that are currently 

being examined in the growing body of literature on school reform. These reform 

initiatives include: site-based management (Caldwell, 1999; Caldwell & Spinks, 1992; 

Malen, Ogawa, & Krantz, 1990), teacher professionalism (Darling-Harnmond, 

Bullmaster & Cobb, 1995; Fullan, 1993; Hargreaves, 1994), shared decision making 

(Prestine, 1995; Maehr & Midgley, 1996;), school councils (Hargreaves, 1 997; 

McPherson & Crowson, 1994; Malen & Ogawa, 1988), and mentoring (Lick, 2000; 

Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000). 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to document and analyze the perspectives of 

participants who have been involved in collaboration within the context of school 

improvement initiatives (site-based management, school councils, shared decision 

making, and teacher professionalism). It also examines the perceptions that principals 

themselves and other stakeholders have regarding the responsibilities and role of the 

principal in fostering collaboration. 

Through my reading and lived experience, four central questions surfaced and 

became the focus of this study. Narrowing the study to four questions enabled me to 

concentrate on what I believe to be the salient features of collaboration. Furthermore not 



only did the statement of the research questions focus the study but they also framed the 

procedures for collecting and analyzing the data. The central research questions guiding 

the study are as follows: 

General Research Question 

What are the understandings, skills, and attitudes held by participants in school 

improvement initiatives that result in successful collaboration? 

Specific Research Questions 

1 .What is the nature of collaboration? 

Subsidiary Questions: 

(a) How has the collaborative relationship developed? 

(b) How do stakeholders collaborate? 

(c) What is the content of collaboration? 

2. What are the skills and attitudes necessary for collaboration? 

Subsidiary Question: 

(a) How have participants gained their knowledge and skills in collaboration? 

3. What are the ways in which the principa1 influences collaboration? 

Subsidiary Questions: 

(a) How has the role of the principal changed within the collaborative context? 

(b) How does the principal support collaboration in the school? 

4. What are the outcomes of collaboration? 

Subsidiary Questions: 

(a) How do stakeholders describe successful collaboration? 

@) What is the relationship between collaboration and school improvement? 



Paradim, Assumptions and Limitations 

The key issues in this study that guided the selection of the qualitative or 

interpretive research paradigm were: the search for a deeper understanding of 

stakeholders' lived experience of collaboration as they view it; and the value of 

investigating and describing the content and context of participant collaboration in school 

improvement initiatives. These purposes are typical of the assumptions of qualitative 

research (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). 

Assumptions 

I. Participants perceive their involvement in school improvement initiatives as 

collaborative in nature. 

2. The perspectives of participants as expressed in the focus group interviews will 

be trustworthy accounts of their understanding of collaboration. 

3. Qualitative research involving the inductive analysis of data in the form of focus 

group interviews is a valid means of acquiring a description of stakeholders' 

perspectives on collaboration. 

4. The definition of collaboration used in the study provides a framework for 

understanding collaboration, but it also preserves the benefits of rich descriptive 

accounts of  participant perspectives of collaboration. 

Delimitations 

1. The research was delimited to the study of elementary schools. The 

organization and culture of high schools differ significantly from elementary, and 

therefore may lead to distinctive forms of collaboration among teachers and other 

stakeholders at the high school level (Riordon, 1996). 



2. The research also was delimited to schools in one district in a large city in 

Western Canada which requires all schools to prepare, implement, and submit 

School Improvement Plans on an annual basis. 

3. Finally the study was delimited to principals, assistant principals, teachers, and 

parents who are designated as stakeholders in the School Improvement Process, 

but did not include students whose involvement in school improvement initiatives 

is for the most part limited to the high school setting (Levin, 1995). 

Limitations 

1. A limitation of focus group interviews is the possibility that participants may 

censor or conform what they say in responding to the interview questions. 

Although the moderator may be skillfbl and competent in facilitating group 

discussion, nevertheless, the presence of a group may affect what some types of 

participants say about the topic, as well as how they say it (Morgan, 1997). 

Definitions of Terns and Concepts 

Initially definitions for terms and concepts that were important in this study were 

included and clarified as the study proceeded. 

Collaboration There is lack of agreement in the literature on a single definition for 

collaboration. For the purposes of this study collaboration refers to an interactive process 

that includes the following defining characteristics: (a) voluntary nature of collaboration 

(Cook & Friend, 199 1 ; Hargreaves, 1994) (b) parity among participants (Cook & Friend, 

1991; Welch & Sheridan, 1995) (c) mu,tual goals (Cook & Friend, 1991) (d) joint work or 

interdependence (Little, 1990) (e) trust, respect, and openness (West, 1990). 



Successhl Collaboration Successfbl collaboration results when stakeholders identi@ 

and achieve mutually satismng outcomes. 

Stakeholder Perspectives The research emphasis on perspectives brings together 

attributes, opinions, and experiences in an effort to find out not only what participants 

think about collaboration, but also how they think about it, and why they think the way 

they do (Morgan, 1 997). 

School Improvement Initiatives School improvement refers to "a process that 

attempts to develop an organization predicated on a set of shared values and norms, 

personal mastery, critical reflection and collaboration" (Scribner, Cockrell, D., Cockrell, 

K., & Valentine, 1999, p. 13 1). School improvement plans call for increased stakeholder 

involvement (Doud, 1995) and may include such initiatives as site-based management 

and school councils, shared decision making, and teacher professionalism. The goal of 

school improvement initiatives is the improvement of student learning. School 

improvement is also termed restructuring, school reform, organizational learning, or the 

change process. 

Teacher Professionalism Teacher professionalism has several different meanings in 

the literature including a greater participation in decision making (Weiss, Carnbone, & 

Wyeth, 1992), development of a stronger knowledge base for teaching (Darling- 

Harnmond, 1995; McLaughlin, 1997), and teacher-to-teacher collaboration (Hargreaves, 

1994). The notion that teacher learning is embedded in the day-to-day interactions among 

staff is inherent in all of the meanings given to teacher professionalism. 



Overview of the Methodology 

My research design is a self-contained focus group study. The qualitative method 

uses group interviews as the primary means of data collection, but also relies on 

researcher field notes as a supplementary data source. My study involved the inductive 

analysis of data in the form of transcripts from eight group interviews involving 16 

participants identified using a purposive sampling technique. Participants represented a 

broad range of stakeholder roles in the school (parents, principals, assistanthice 

principals, teachers). The methodology of the study is explained further in Chapter 3 of 

this dissertation. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is organized into eight chapters with accompanying appendices 

and references. Chapter 1 consists of an introduction to the problem being investigated 

accompanied by justification for the study as well as the purpose and significance of the 

research. In addition Chapter 1 articulates the research questions, provides definitions 

and a methodology overview, and outlines assumptions and limitations of the study. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant literature organized around the themes of 

collaboration, school reform initiatives, and the relationship between the two variables. 

Literature that adopts a variety of theoretical perspectives is presented. 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of and rationale for the method that was 

employed in the study. It begins with a justification for the paradigm used in this study, 

followed by a description of the focus group methodology. This chapter also includes an 

explanation of site selection and entry, sampling techniques, and participant recruitment. 

The strategies that were employed in data-gathering, management, and analysis are 



included along with details related to measures that were used to improve the 

trustworthiness of the findings. 

Chapter 4 is the first of four chapters in which findings are presented. It begins 

with demographic information about the 16 participants and their schools. The chapter 

focuses on the nature of collaboration by presenting findings related to the formation, 

dynamics, and content of the phenomenon. 

Chapters 5 through 7 report the findings for each of the remaining three Specific 

Research Questions as well as the subsidiary questions included under each central 

question. Specifically, the focus of each chapter as it relates to collaboration is as 

follows: Chapter 5 - Skills and Knowledge, Chapter 6 - Leadership, and Chapter 7 - 

Outcomes. The findings are summarized and discussed in relation to the relevant 

literature in each of these chapters 

Chapter 8 begins with an overview of the research problem, the research 

questions, and the methodology of this study. Chapter 8 also outlines the major findings 

of the inquiry, discusses the implications of the findings, and draws conclusions based on 

the findings. The chapter also includes recommendations and provides suggestions for 

fhrther study. In addition, this final chapter closes with a personal reflection on the 

phenomenon of collaboration and its meaning for school improvement. 



Chapter 2 - Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

The purpose of this review is to present a survey of the literature pertaining to 

collaboration, contemporary school reform initiatives, and leadership in restructuring 

schools. This chapter represents a standard literature review section which serves first to 

focus the study (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Patton, 2 990) and second to identify salient 

issues that merit exploration in the focus group interviews. However, the literature 

identified herein becomes all the more relevant and meaningkl to this inquiry when I 

revisit it in later chapters and discuss it in light of this study's findings for comparative 

purposes and as a supplemental validation of emergent categories of data. According to 

Patton (1 990) a literature review that occurs simultaneously with fieldwork allows for 

creative interplay among the processes of data collection, literature review, and researcher 

thinking and reflection. Further, I take a more critical approach to the literature in the 

final chapter of this dissertation where I present key findings and conclusions derived 

from this study. 

Therefore, although a review of the literature was important to this study and is 

included it in this chapter, I also was aware that reviewing the literature in qualitative 

inquiry is an ongoing process that could not be completed before data collection and 

analysis. Indeed, it was my experience as Glesne and Peshkin (1992) explained, that the 

emerging data often suggested the need to review previously unexamined literature. 

Themes of teacher empowerment and professionalism, school-based management, 

shared decision making, and choice and voice for parents have dominated school reform 

in the last decade. As school systems in many countries have restructured their 



organizational features and activities, the need to develop a more collaborative approach 

has been a part of the direction. In fact, some authors have asserted that current reform 

initiatives have relied on collaborative principles (Barth, 1990; Cook & Friend, 1992; 

Fullan, 1993; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997). Therefore, shared governance initiatives have 

been accompanied by endorsements of collaboration as a means of achieving 

improvement. Consequently, the call for collaboration also has been a pervasive theme 

within the reform rhetoric (Welch, 1998). 

This review begins by describing several collaborative trends in education and 

society that are influencing the context in which schools operate. An overview of 

collaboration including its definition, form, content, skills, and process is included in the 

first part of this review. The review of the literature on collaboration reflects a variety of 

theoretical perspectives that have been employed by various authors who have studied the 

nature of collaboration in educational contexts. 

The second focus of this review addresses contemporary reforms that embody 

collaboration in their strategies for school change and improvement. In this second 

component of this review the historical development of improvement initiatives designed 

to empower the school site and transfer control to the local community are outlined. 

This chapter concludes with an examination of the literature related to the 

redesign of work for major educational stakeholders within the context of collaborative 

reform. In particular, literature focusing on the role of the educational leader in light of 

recent reform efforts is reviewed. 



From Isolation to Collaboration - Trends and Forces 

Several societal and educational trends, including decentralization, teacher 

professionalism, building of community-oriented school cultures, partnerships, and the 

vision of the school as an organic, interconnected whole, have had an impact on the 

operation of schools. These new contexts have resulted in changing associations and 

patterns of interaction amongst all participants in schools (Murphy & Hatlinger, 1993; 

Prestine, 1995). Collaboration may be viewed as a central construct within each of these 

trends. 

CaIdwell and Spinks, (1 992) described the world-wide move toward self- 

managing schools as a megatrend in education. Governments and school districts in 

many parts of the world have pursued initiatives in self-management. Although the 

language may change from one setting to another such as local management of schools 

(LMS) and grant-maintained (GM) in England and Wales to site-based management 

(SBM) in North America, the central components have remained the same. Features have 

included: a centrally determined framework; a "leaner" bureaucracy and flattened 

hierarchy; a shift of responsibility in roles, authority, and accountability in schools; 

shared leadership; and a well informed community exercising more choice in schooling. 

Because self-management of schools has involved the transfer of much control of 

education to the local community, it has required a decentralization of decision making to 

the individual school. At this level, concerned stakeholders have worked collaboratively 

to make decisions. The move towards devolution of authority to schools has been 

international in scope (Caldwell, 1997; Malen, Ogawa, & Krantz, 1990). 



Second, the trend towards the reinvention of teacher professionalism has become 

a theme for school reform. The basic tenet within the reform of teacher professionalism 

is the belief that teachers themselves will have the greatest responsibility for the 

improvement of practice. Teacher professionalism has different meanings in the 

literature on school reform. For example, changed decision making in which teachers 

have had more fbndarnental choice regarding practice as well as greater participation in 

administrative decisions has been a part of one redefinition of teacher professionalism 

(Weiss, 1 992). However, Hargreaves (1 994) referred to teacher participation in new 

forms of collaboration and partnerships as the "new professionalism" (p. 24). The new 

view of the professional has not called for the abandonment of the traditional tenets of 

professionalism, but rather for an extension and enrichment of the teacher's role 

(Caldwell, 1999). Research on the changing role of the teacher has shown that teachers' 

roles have been evolving to include becoming problem solvers, change agents, and 

collaborators (Darling-Hammond, Bullmaster & Cobb, 1995; Fullan, 1993). Finally, 

writers such as Darling-Hammond (1995) and McLaughlin (1 997) reframed 

professionalism in terms of teachers' ongoing learning and the development of a stronger 

knowledge base for teaching. Knowledge building for teachers has required 

accomplishing the task of learning the skills and perspectives needed in teaching for 

complex thought and understanding. The new professionalism then, has required that 

teachers acquire a more sophisticated body of knowledge and skill that has enabled them 

to teach in new ways. Although teacher professionalism has emerged as a theme for 

reform (Hargreaves, 1 994; McLaughlin, 1 997; Scribner et al., 1 999) prevailing norms of 

privacy (Goodlad, 1984) often have blocked the formation of professional communities. 



Griffin (1 995) found that teachers and administrators equated respect for one another with 

non-interference and non-questioning of what happens in individual classrooms. 

Similarly, Meier (1995) cautioned that the trend towards a fbller professional role that 

enables teachers to learn and lead continuously as they reflect on their practice will take 

considerable time and effort. Little (1990) also indicated that specific learning initiatives 

are likely to fail or not be sustained if teachers in a school are not used to working 

together routinely. For example, peer coaching relationships tend to be more effective 

when giving and receiving help are valued practices among teachers in the school. 

Collaborative patterns of interaction are most effective when they are part of the cultural 

norms of the school (Little, 1990; Rosenholtz, 1989). Therefore, although there has been 

a movement toward the development of teacher professionalism through collaborative 

dialogue and reflection, there are barriers that must be overcome if this model of teacher 

directed reform is to take place. 

Third, collaboration reflects the notion of the school as a community. Individuals 

in much of the developed world have experienced a crisis of community, and have 

perceived that schools can provide one of the greatest hopes for recreating a sense of 

community (Hargreaves, 1997). As a result community building efforts have focused on 

the neighbourhood school because of its geographical convenience as well as its 

connection to the lives of many families. Schools that are characterized as communities 

hold common values and expectations that shape member interactions. There is a 

commitment to interpersonal caring and support that promotes meaningful education. As 

well, organizational structures facilitate opportunities for colleagues to work together. 



The word community derives from the Latin word "cornmunis" meaning common 

sharing. Sergiovanni (1994) argued that schools must play a vital role in community 

building by providing care, developing relationships, creating a common purpose, and 

fostering a sense of attachment or interconnectedness amongst people. Collaboration 

with its emphasis on common goals, relationships, and mutual interdependence (Cook & 

Friend, 1992; Welch & Sheridan, 1995) is a way to build community as well as being a 

"way of life" within a community. In a study that examined the potential for the school 

improvement plan to influence the development of community, Scribner et al. (1 999) 

found that interconnectedness with peers and interest in critical inquiry were hndarnental 

components of professional learning communities. Therefore, when relationships are 

built and trust increases, the cuIture of the group, organization, or community becomes 

healthier, more open, and more resilient when meeting the conflict that is part of the 

change process. Furthermore, as the culture strengthens in this way, a learning 

community emerges consisting of individuals connected and bound to each other through 

the need to achieve common goals. Within a community, individuals depend on each 

other for their own learning and work (Guzman, 1994). Without this sense of 

interdependence, community cannot exist (Palmer, 1998). 

Science, technology, and modernization have eroded tradition and have eliminated 

places where community once existed. Despite the fact that technology has created new 

forms of communication, people have been struggling to recreate a sense of place, 

belonging, and support that may be found in a community (Hargreaves, 1997). Inherent 

within the movement to create community in schools is the process of collaboration. 



Another trend noted in society today is the formation of partnerships amongst 

schools, community, and other organizations. Welch and Sheridan (1 995) suggested that 

no single agency can meet the need of the increasing number of children with educational, 

social, and medical problems who are at risk of being unsuccessful in school and society. 

The need for educators to collaborate with special education colleagues as well as to form 

interprofessional partnerships that integrate services for children can be addressed by 

partnerships that are "meaningful and moral, not cosmetic and superficial" (Hargreaves, 

1997, p. 11). Although partnerships are usually benevolent, sometimes pressure groups 

from outside the school have more than the children's best interests in mind. For 

example, partnerships between schools and industry or business may provide connections 

that are invaluable learning experiences for children, or they may threaten the moral 

purpose of schooling by controlling or driving the cuniculurn in directions that are 

educationally questionable. 

Boundaries between organizations have become more permeable, resulting in 

organizations operating in mutual interaction and influence with each other (Elkind, 

1993). As a result schools can no longer hold on to the notion that they are "castles in 

their communities" (Hargreaves, 1997, p. 1 1). Issues beyond the school walls have 

invaded the once traditional structure of school life. Speaking fiom an organizational 

perspective, Gerstein and Shaw (1 992) described organizational forms for the 2 1 st 

century that must be fluid and transitory. There is a need to incorporate teams of 

participants fiom inside and outside the organization according to the situational context. 

Similarly educators need to recruit and cultivate partnerships with parents, agency 

personnel, community leaders, university, and business and come together with unity of 



purpose that is devoid of traditional "turf issues" (Hoover & Achilles, 1996, p. 15). In so 

doing, educational needs of children will be addressed by changing teams and 

partnerships that have the flexibility, freedom, and authority to work collaboratively. 

Therefore, as boundaries become transparent, the work of the school not only becomes 

more visible, but also more closely intertwined and interconnected with family and 

community. As a result relationships have moved beyond merely being social in nature 

and have become coIlaborative partnerships that are characterized by the essential 

components of collaboration including interdependence, equality, and common purpose 

(Cook & Friend, 1991; Stewart, 1996; Welch & Sheridan, 1995). 

Finally, interdependence, an essential component of collaboration (Gray, 1989; 

Little, 1990), is reflected in the trend to view the school as an organic, meaningful whole 

rather than a number of isolated parts (Maehr & Midgley, 1996). Within society as well, 

indications of the value that people place on relating to others are evident in the 

widespread interest in interpersonal communication, intercultural sensitivity, and the 

awareness of gender issues and relationship building (Bush & Folger, 1994). 

Within the context of schools Prestine (1 995) stated that interrelatedness requires 

restructuring that is systemic rather than compartmentalized or segmented. Change must 

happen in such a way that it becomes interwoven into the basic fabric of the organization. 

In a research project that explored the work of problem solving teams in school renewal 

in Vermont High Schools, Clarke (1999) found that cross b o u n d q  interaction was 

essential to systemic change in the professional development schools. In the study 

students, teachers, administrators, parents, and policy makers interacted across 

organizational lines around a shared focus on student learning. Clarke concluded that 



"schools grow toward reform when all the parts interact constantly forming an organism 

flexible enough to adapt to the pace of change in the surrounding environment" (p. 8). 

Similarly, Maehr and Midgley (1 996) viewed change as an "interlocking process" (p. 

126) in which teachers, curriculum, students, leaders, and parents are not viewed as 

readily separable. Abowitz (1999) also cautioned that seeing the components of a school 

as separate entities may reinforce the sense of isolation that is experienced by the people 

who learn and teach daily in separate classrooms (Goodlad, 1984). Accordingly, the 

success of a school improvement plan requires interaction between many participants at 

different levels of the educational system and relies on the interdependence of the parts. 

In summary several societal and educational trends including new forms of school 

governance that have involved decentralized control at the school site, teacher 

professionalism, building of community-oriented school cultures, partnerships, and the 

vision of schools as organic and interconnected whoIes have changed the context and 

manner in which schools have traditionally operated. Because all of these trends include 

collaboration as a central theme, it is not surprising that "the ability to collaborate on both 

a small and large scale is becoming one of the core requisites of postmodern society" 

(Fullan, 1993, p. 14). Collaboration has become and will continue to be a significant and 

critical factor in the dynamics of contemporary education and school reform (O'Shea & 

O'Shea, 1997). This section of the literature review next presents an overview of 

collaboration. 

Collaboration 

In order to examine how collaboration underpins school improvement initiatives, I 

first describe collaboration itself. The purpose of this section of the review then is to 



identify the nature and complexities of collaboration. To begin, the definition and 

characteristics are presented along with what is known about collaboration as a process. 

Next, interpersonal skills that play an integral role in the collaborative process are 

described. Finally, the benefits and barriers to collaboration are considered. 

Describing Collaboration 

One of the key criticisms of the literature on collaboration has been that it has 

suffered fkom a lack of conceptual cIarity. Arriving at a definition of collaboration has 

been difficult because the constructs of collaboration found in the literature have tended 

to be "conceptually amorphous" (Little, 1990, p. 509). In fact, some authors have 

suggested that no consensus exists on an operational definition or theoretical foundation 

for collaboration (Christansen et al., 1997; Erchul, 1992). They have viewed 

collaboration as a process and a phenomenon that is undefined and only partially 

understood. Welch (1 998) also agreed that as individuals participate in the collaborative 

process, assumptions are made about what collaboration means, how it is practiced, and 

how collaboration actually occurs. Similarly, Fullan (1 993) concluded that "collaboration 

is one of the most misunderstood concepts in the educational change business" (p. 82). 

Participants may experience disappointing results because of their lack of 

understanding of collaboration (Welch, 1998). Therefore, available definitions do 

provide a usehl basis for reflecting upon the phenomenon of collaboration. Furthermore, 

when individuals develop an understanding of collaboration they are more likely to be 

successful in assuming the new tasks and responsibilities necessary for working in 

collaborative ways (Weiss, Carnbone, & Wyeth, 1992). In Prestine's (1 992) study of 

restructuring efforts in an American junior high school, participant understanding of 



reform components and process contributed to the successfil implementation of new 

programs. In this study, a large proportion of staff developed clarity of understanding by 

attending workshops that addressed the common principles that were intended to guide 

the reform. 

Authors also have used a multiplicity of terms including collegiality, congeniality, 

cooperation, consultation, and collaboration to describe a variety of different activities 

and interactions among individuals. Although the terms often are used synonymously, 

Little (1987) argued that within each context, participant involvement and interaction 

vary dramatically in terms of intent, frequency, intensity, and effects. Riordon (1 996) 

following on the work of Little (1987, 1990) and Lortie (1975) conceptualized 

collegiality as a continuum of peer relations. 

Teacher isolation / independence and teacher collaboration / interdependence 

represented opposite ends of the continuum. Other peer relations such as social 

interaction, consultation, cooperation, and mentorship appeared on the continuum as 

forms of collegiality. The degree of interdependence required by the particular 

relationship determined its placement on the continuum, with collaboration requiring the 

greatest degree of mutuality. Similarly in this review collegiality is used as an inclusive 

term to describe ways of working together that involve different purposes and 

consequences. Accordingly, collaboration is examined as one form of collegiality. 

Congeniality versus Colleniality Educators may confise collaboration with 

collegiality and congeniality (Barth, 1990). In congenial environments, individuals 

maintain superficial harmony by refraining from articulating organizational goals, by 

avoiding systematic review of practices, and by staying away from topics or situations 



that might create conflict. Schools may pursue congenial staff relations at the expense of 

examining diverse points of view as demonstrated in a study by Timperly and Robinson 

(1 998). In a case study that examined the collegial problem solving process at a high 

school, Timperly and Robinson found that the staffs desire to maintain a cohesive school 

culture led to little overt dissent or debate about issues. The staff readily endorsed 

proposed solutions even though they were not committed to their implementation. 

Congenial relations were valued more than the quality of problem solving. 

Moreover, a pervasive culture of congeniality may mitigate against building 

relationships in which dissident views are recognized as contributing to effective learning 

and problem solving. Griffin (1995) referred to the congeniality amongst members of a 

school staff as 'prevailing forms of politesse" (p. 29). Griffin concluded that the non- 

confiontative social organization of schools prevented the process of shared decision 

making fiom having an effect on teachers' classroom practice. 

In contrast, collegiality, and collaboration as a form thereof, is not about people 

getting along with each other at all times. In fact, in collaboration, differences in 

participants' perspectives often may result in their raising challenging questions about 

educational practice while engaging in mutually beneficial relationships (Stewart, 1994). 

Definitions - Key Components 

Within the plethora of terminology and definitions for collaboration, researchers 

have identified several key components that describe the essential nature of collaboration 

(Wood & Gray, 1991). Welch and Sheridan (1 995) synthesized salient features fiom 

varying definitions in arriving at their own. Similarly, drawing on the work of significant 

authors who have studied collaboration, I outline a definition that includes the following 



components: common goals (Cook & Friend, 1 991 ; Welch & Sheridan, 1 995), joint work 

or interdependence (Gray, 1 989; Little, 1996; Welch & Sheridan, 1995), parity or equality 

(Cook & Friend, 1991 ; Welch & Sheridan, 1995) and voluntary participation (Cook & 

Friend, 199 1 ; Hargreaves, 1994). Next, each of these elements is considered separately 

and examined for its significance within a framework for collaboration. 

Common Goals, Joint Work. and Interdependence Participants in collaborative 

relationships hold common or mutual goals that may be beneficial to their organization, 

to themselves, and to each other (Cook & Friend, 1991; Welch & Sheridan, 1995; West, 

1996). Moreover, the goals are negotiated and formulated by the participants themselves, 

rather than resulting fiom an external mandate. The acceptance of shared goals 

contributes to a sense of bonding among individuals that results in a mutual commitment 

to each other to achieve the goals (Senge, 1990). When Leithwood and Jantzi (1991) 

examined the level of collaboration in schools, they found that the schools that achieved 

the most collaborative cultures had articulated a set of clear shared goals for school 

improvement. 

Individuals having a common goal are motivated to collaborate when they believe 

that they require each other's contribution to be successful in their own work. Little 

(1990) referred to the shared responsibility to achieve the goals of teaching as joint work. 

When engaged in joint work, individuals are dependent on each other to reach their goals. 

Gray (1 989) defined collaboration and included the notion of interdependence in 

describing "parties who search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of 

what is possible" (p. 5). Similarly, Basaraba and Drake (1997) described their essential 

interdependence as necessary in fulfilling their personal goals in a school-university 



partnership. Although participants' individual goals may reflect different perspectives, 

most authors have agreed that in collaboration, goals should be mutually beneficial, 

compatible, articulated, and accepted by all participants (Elliot & Woloshyn, 1997). 

Parity Parity or equality in relationships is another essential component of collaboration 

(Cook & Friend, 1991 ; Cole & Knowles, 1993; Welch & Sheridan, 1995; Stewart, 1996). 

In education collaboration may bring together people of unequal status such as 

superintendents, principals, teachers, and support staff. However, all participants must 

believe that they have a meaninghl contribution to make to the collaborative and that 

their input is valued by others. 

John-Steiner, Minnis and Weber (1 998) referred to participants in true 

collaboration as representing "complementary domains of expertise" (p. 776). 

Furthermore, according to John-Steiner, Minnis and Weber in true colIaboration there is a 

commitment to shared resources, power, and talent; no individual's point of view 

dominates and the work reflects a blending of all participants' contributions. 

Collaboration, then, provides educators who have traditionally been involved in 

hierarchical and competitive top-down structures with a means of working towards their 

goals in more horizontal, equitable, and interactive patterns. Leaders' work, in particular, 

depends less on positional authority and more on interpersonal work relationships. As a 

result, the role of the principal has changed within the collaborative context of working 

with people. However, becoming an equal partner in collaborative relationships may be 

difficult for some individuals who occupy leadership positions because it involves a new 

conception of their relationship to power. Letting go of their power may be a barrier that 



may stand in the way of the principal's becoming an equal partner in decision making and 

collaboration (Hallinger, Murphy & Hausman, 1992; Prestine, 1 99 1). 

Basaraba and Drake (1 992) undertook research as part of a school-university 

partnership and explored the issue of equality in collaboration. Responding to the 

question of who held the power in their relationship and whether it was shared equally, 

Basaraba and Drake concluded that their shifting roles as experts addressed the issue of 

power in their collaboration. Both had expertise and authority in different areas, and they 

had different strengths. Therefore, depending on the needs within their evolving 

collaborative context, either one or the other was in the position of having more or less 

input and power in the decision making process. Also, Basaraba and Drake indicated that 

there was an open negotiation of power, sharing, and role expectations between them as 

the project progressed, Similarly, Bickel and Hattnrp (1995) found that negotiating the 

successful working out of the sharing of power among researchers and teachers was a 

critical and ultimately highly successful component of their collaboration. Furthermore, 

over the course of their 54 month research in the teaching and learning of mathematics, 

Bickel and Hattrup indicated that equality in status between research and practitioner 

communities was an essential ingredient to sound collaboration. 

Lieberman and Grolnick (1997) concluded that "learning to collaborate is about 

sharing power, knowledge, and influence" (p. 207). In schools today there are a number 

of people including parents, community members, teachers, administrators, and students 

who demand an influence in the process of schooling. Consequently when stakeholders 

in education collaborate their mutual influence involves shared power and equality 

amongst participants. As well, leadership when defined in terms of power and influence 



(Bolman & Deal, 1995) is also shared and resides in various people at different times 

depending on the needs and context (Aviolio, 1997). 

The norms of professional egalitarianism that pervade the teaching profession 

should provide the ideal conditions for the development of collaborative relationships 

among teachers. Acknowledged differences in status based on knowledge, skill, and 

initiative are seen as "taboo" within the culture of teaching. However, ironically, it is 

often because of these prevailing norms of equality that teacher collaboration does not 

occur. That is, while it is Iegitimate for novices to request assistance from more 

experienced peers, such requests often are perceived by others as admissions of 

incompetence on the part of the teacher. Similarly, unsolicited offers of advice on 

practice or other cunicular assistance may be interpreted as an expression of arrogance or 

as a play for higher status (Huberman, 1995; Little, 1990). 

Friedrnan (1 997) examined the relationship between team concept and whole 

school practice in a case study that focused on the development of an innovative 

vocational program in a secondary school in Israel. Friedrnan found that successful team 

innovations at the classroom level failed to influence teaching practice in the overall 

school. Muncey (1 994), working within the context of the Coalition for Essential 

Schools in Illinois, also indicated that disseminating innovation so that it had an impact 

on the whole school was difficult to achieve. Muncey earned the problem in terms of 

political conflict, indicating that the reform involved perceived shifts in power, prestige, 

and responsibility among teachers in the school. In these cases, the equality and 

consistency ethos among teachers proved to be a barrier to sustained and widespread 

change in the whole school. 



Collaboration is Voluntary Individuals participate in collaboration on a fkee and 

voluntary basis (Cook & Friend, 1991). Collaborative work relations arise not from 

administrative constraint or compulsion, but from the perceived value and understanding 

among participants that working together is productive. Hargreaves (1994) used the term 

contrived collegiality to describe conditions which may result when collaboration is 

mandated by administration. When working together is imposed on individuals, the 

result is a collaboration that is superficial in nature; compulsory, not voluntary; pre- 

determined and fixed in time and space; and predictable in its outcomes (Hargreaves, 

1994). Furthermore, when collaboration is imposed on participants by individuals of 

higher status, the collaborative relationship then also lacks the key component of equality. 

Therefore, contrived collegiality results when administrators wish to control and regulate 

more than true collaboration might allow them to do. In the end such mandates simply 

recreate a new version of top-down, hierarchical organization. 

Da Costa (1995) found that teachers working in a school that mandated the 

formation of teacher collaboration teams developed trust more slowly than those teachers 

working in schools in which individuals chose to collaborate. Furthermore Da Costa 

indicated that when teachers chose to work together, many impediments, including lack 

of time and scheduling conflicts, became challenges which they enthusiastically 

embraced. For teachers whose schools had a collaboration policy, these obstacles often 

became insurmountable barriers. Riordon (1 996) also found that teachers resented being 

forced to work collaboratively. Leithwood and Jantzi (1991) identified twelve schools in 

which collaboration was a goal, and examined the reasons for variations in the degree of 

collaboration achieved in each setting. They used six indicators of collaboration (Little, 



1982) to estimate the level of collaboration in each school. The data indicated a high 

degree of collaboration in all schooIs, although there was significant variation across the 

schools. Leithwood and Jantzi found that staff motivation to participate in collaboration 

was greatest in schools with the highest levels of collaboration. They concluded that 

early and sustained motivation of teachers to participate in reform efforts may be a crucial 

factor in the development of a collaborative culture. Similarly, in a study which 

examined the collaborative practices of resource programs, Karge, McClare and Patton 

(1995) reported that teacher attitude was identified as the most important factor for 

successfid collaboration in a survey that rank ordered the factors important to the 

collaborative process. In these studies, attitude, desire, and motivation emerged as 

essential components of the voluntary nature of the collaboratory process. 

The theory and research on collaboration have offered definitions of the term that 

have included several key components: common goals (Cook & Friend, 199 1 ; Welch & 

Sheridan, 1995); joint work or interdependence (Gray, 1989; Little, 1990; Welch and 

Sheridan, 1995); parity (Cole & Knowles, 1993; Cook & Friend, 1991 ; Welch & 

Sheridan, 1995); and voluntary participation (Cook & Friend, 199 1 ; Hargreaves, 1994). 

Although there is no agreement in the literature on a single definition for collaboration, 

the key components have served to develop a common language and understanding of the 

term. Furthermore, for the purpose of this review, the key components provide a filter for 

examining the extent to which school reform embodies collaborative principles. 

The Process of Collaboration 

Collaboration requires new modes of working together (Stewart, 1996). Team 

interactions throughout the collaborative process are characterized by mutual respect, 



trust, and open communication (West, 1990). Therefore, in examining the collaborative 

process I first consider the meaning and development of trust and respect in collaborative 

relationships. Next, the communication skills required in the collaborative process are 

discussed. Within the context of communication the crucial role that effective dialogue 

plays in the collaborative process is considered. Finally conflict, viewed as a natural and 

necessary part of collaboration, is examined for its significance in the process. 

Trust and Resvect 

Trust and respect, essential components of the collaborative process, may be 

invested in people or processes (Hargreaves, 1994). A climate of trust, respect, and 

openness is required to build and sustain collaboration (da Costa, 1996; Hoover & 

Achilles, 1996; Stewart, 1996) but trust also may be an outcome of the process. 

Characteristics of collaboration that serve as both prerequisites and outcomes of 

collaboration are termed emergent (Karge, McClare, & Patton, 1995). Emergent 

characteristics represent the risks that participants encounter in the collaborative model. 

As Christanson et al. (1996) concluded after five years of collaborative involvement in a 

professional development school it was through learning to trust each other that they were 

willing to take risks with their own beliefs and that dialogue became possible. The 

dialogue that occurred resulted in new insights, learning, and change for all the 

participants. Similarly, Short and Greer (1997) conducted a three year study of school 

change and found that trust was a foundational ingredient in teacher empowerment. In 

this case trust in the process was also important as participants trusted new organizational 

and leadership patterns. Both of these studies also showed that considerable time was 



needed to cultivate the relationship of trust, confidence, and inter-relatedness that is at the 

heart of collaboration (Stewart, 1996). 

Trust is related to the interdependent nature of collaborative relationships. 

Interrelatedness in relationship requires that individuals recognize and value who the 

other person is, as well as the skills and expertise that the other individual brings to the 

collaboration. In the school setting respect refers to the honoring of the expertise of 

others. Although respect for teachers' abilities, talents, and classroom efforts is necessary 

to begin school restructuring, respect, like trust, also becomes an outcome of the process. 

DePree (1989) referred to respecting the different perspectives of one's colleagues as 

"understanding the diversity of their gifts" (p. 25). Other authors (Friend & Cook, 1992; 

Fullan, 1998; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997) also have suggested that professionals need to be 

aware of their own viewpoints and to consider multiple perspectives in order to 

collaborate effectively. Without understanding and respect parity cannot exist between 

colleagues and the collaborative process may be blocked. 

However, although the educational literature has attested to the importance of 

trust in the collaborative process, it has offered little evidence as to how trust might be 

developed. In fact, Roy (1995) described trust as "elusive" and "difficult to cultivate" (p. 

22). Staff development may focus on building trust through various team building 

activities and workshops. Dukewits and Gowin (1996) described team building games 

that they have used as first-level trust building activities. However, educators sometimes 

feel that such games take time away from dialogue in which individuals can build trust 

through coming to know each other's beliefs about their work together. 



Hudson and Glomb (1997) described how faculty at Southern Utah University 

developed understanding for each other's work and respect for each other in the process 

of developing an instructional model for collaboration. Hudson and Glomb found that 

the most important factor in the implementation of collaborative instruction for pre- 

service teachers was, in fact, the degree of  collaboration among faculty in the elementary, 

secondary, and special education programs. The authors observed that when faculty took 

the time to get to know each other and to learn about each other's programs, mutuaI goals 

and respect resulted. 

Thus individuals may develop trust and respect for each other through trustworthy 

and honorable interactions and experiences in their work together. Open and honest 

communication is crucial to the development of trusting relationships and is a key 

component of the collaborative process (West, 1990). Successful implementation of 

collaboration may depend more on the development of collaborative skills and 

strengthening of relationships than on isolated workshops intended to build trust and team 

spirit (Hudson & Glomb, 1997). 

Collaborative Skills 

The literature on collaboration clearly has called for participants to have a 

knowledge base and set of skills regarding collaboration methods (Hudson & Glomb, 

1997; Mutchler & Duttweiler, 1990; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997; Roy, 1995; Welch, 1998). 

Using the term collaborative skills, authors have described a variety of different 

behaviows necessary for successful collaboration (Hart, 1995). Mutchler and Duttweiler 

(1 990) examined the implementation of shared decision making in a school and 

questioned participants as to the type of training that they felt was necessary to initiate 



shared decision making successfully. Seventy-five percent of the participants said they 

required collaborative skills, which they listed as consensus building, conflict resolution, 

interpersonal communication, commitment, and team building. 

However, Hudson and Glomb specifically identified interpersonal skills, including 

awareness of nonverbal behaviours, strong verbal skills, and active listening as 

collaborative skills. Hudson and Glomb maintained that basic communication skills were 

essential to the next level of communication which they termed strategies. Strategies 

included problem solving, planning cooperatively, negotiating, and conflict resolution. 

According to Hudson and Glomb good verbal and nonverbal skills were essential for the 

effective use of a strategy. Similarly Welch, (1 998) maintained that embedded within 

decision-making, consensus, and the resolution of conflict is the prerequisite of effective 

communication. 

Furthennore, the assumption is often made that individuals who have worked in 

conventional or traditional ways in schools will know how to collaborate effectively. 

However teachers, principals, and parents have indicated that they often feel ill-prepared 

for collaboration (McLaughlin, 1997; McPherson & Crowson, 1994; Weiss & Cambone, 

1994). Restructuring plans have not fostered the learning of new attitudes and skills that 

have been fundamental to shared decision making and other school improvement 

initiatives. As a result, when individuals lack the essential skills in communication, 

collaboration may not take place or may be unsuccessful. 

Therefore, although the research on collaboration has called for participants to 

acquire new and different skills, the exact description of the collaborative skills and how 

they might be acquired is missing in the literature. It is generally agreed that one of the 



most neglected aspects of teacher training is thorough preparation in the diverse skills that 

are needed to work in the collaborative context of today's schools (Hart, 1995; Morgan, 

1989; Welch, 1998). Hudson and Glomb, (1 997) whose research has provided direction 

for skill development have cautioned that the lack of attention to collaboration instruction 

for all educators may result in "disparity, poor communication, and failure to attain child- 

related objectives" (p. 443). 

Dialogue Dialogue is crucial to the collaborative process as teachers and principals 

engage in conversation about practice. The word dialogue comes fiom the Greek, 

dialogues. "Dia" means through and "logos" means the word. In the "meaning-making- 

through words" process, group members inquire into their own and other's beliefs, 

values, and assumptions to reach a deeper level of understanding. As a process or 

strategy in communication, dialogue calls upon the unique communication skills of each 

individual (Hudson & Glomb, 1997). 

Barth (1990) argued that adults in schools need to talk to each other in order for 

change to occur. Similarly Garmston and Wellman, (1 998) maintained that developing a 

staffs ability to talk together might be the most proactive commitment that a faculty 

could make for student learning. Talk in collaboration has purpose. It is informed by 

knowledge of self, others, theory, and practice. Through informed talk, the individual and 

collective meanings in collaborative experiences come together in relationships. 

Conflict Conflict seems to be a necessary part of the collaborative process. It is a 

natural dimension of collaboration that brings together people with different perspectives. 

Conflict is an inevitable by-product of shared decision making (Bickel & Hattrup, 1995), 

and is not necessarily negative or something to avoid. Increased stakehoIder involvement 



in decision making has resulted in a more highly charged political environment which in 

tum has created more conflict. 

Conflict, by the very nature of the word, calls forth reactions of fear, discomfort, 

fkustration, embarrassment, and anger. Conflict is uncomfortable for people because of 

these negative emotions. It is for this reason that individuals resent change and stay with 

what is comfortable. Educators, as well, tend to view conflict as something to be 

avoided. As a result schools often pursue congenial staff relations at the expense of 

examining differences and diverse points of view (Barth, 1990). 

Strong beliefs and commitment accompany school reform efforts and conflicting 

goals may become a part of the mix. Therefore conflicts among parents, government 

agencies, and school staff are almost inevitable. Leaders must resolve conflicts that need 

to be addressed in order for reform to move forward. Previously leaders have focused on 

managing and eliminating organizational conflicts. Restructuring has created a need for 

conflict managers. Principals and teachers need the skills of conflict resolution which in 

itself is a collaborative process or strategy requiring effective communication skills. 

Conflict often contains the seeds of breakthrough in the change process. 

Dissonance and a sense of dissatisfaction are at the root of change. The assumption is 

that the cognitive need for consistency and the reduction of contradiction will serve as a 

need for action (Maehr & Midgley, 1996). Dissonance and problems then become a 

creative force when people talk, explore, find solutions together; when, in fact they 

become opportunities for dialogue. Beck (1995) undertook research at a high school that 

had the reputation of being one of the most troubled schools in Los Angeles. However 

Beck discovered that the school had developed a nurturing, community-oriented culture. 



She concluded that part of the reason the school had managed to change was because the 

principal allowed conflict to surface and handled it constructively. 

Conversely when there is too much dissonance or conflict, participants may be 

paralyzed into inactivity. Hargreaves (1994) reported that when teachers were 

overwhelmed by demands for change, the results often were that they overextended 

themselves, burned out, became cynical, or even left the profession altogether. Therefore, 

at times when conflict is excessive, educators may need to consider continuity and 

consolidation to be as important as improvement and change (Hargreaves & Evans, 

1997). 

Conflict Resolution Conflict resolution is an essential skill for teachers and 

administrators within the collaborative reform context of today's schools (Hart, 1995; 

Mutchler & Duttweiler, 1990; Roy, 1995). However, Welch (1 998) noted that teachers, 

who are often isolated within their own classroom with few opportunities to work with 

colleagues, typically receive no training in conflict management strategies. Disputes are 

often resolved in informal settings such as small group meetings, out of school get- 

togethers, or through individual interactions during the day. Peterson and Warren (1994) 

noted that situations in which there is open a d  honest communication are the most 

efficient ways to deal with disagreements. 

One such approach to conflict resolution, transformative mediation, (Bush & 

Folger, 1994) relies on dialogue to create new possibilities for valid communication. The 

objectives of transformative mediation involve the growth or learning of the individuals 

involved in the conflict. Its effectiveness as a strategy requires participants to develop 



their abilities in the art of communication by acquiring greater knowledge, skills, and 

experience in the total process. 

In summary, a successful collaboration depends upon the personal interaction of 

the participants. Several key elements characterize the collaborative process including 

trust, respect, and effective interpersonal communication. Collaboration is not a quick 

and easy process but one that demands much of participants in terms of conflict and 

tension, time, energy, and new skills and understandings (Stewart, 1996). Although the 

literature has provided ideas, directions, and insight into the collaborative process, the 

complex and contextual nature of collaboration has made it difficult to follow a step-by- 

step recipe for implementing the process (Fullan, 1998; Hoover & Achilles, 1996). Rich 

descriptions of participants' collaborative experiences may lead to new understanding of 

the process (Elliot & Woloshyn, 1997). 

Benefits of Collaboration 

Stakeholders voluntarily engage in collaboration when they perceive that they will 

derive some benefit, either individual or collective, from working together (Wood & 

Gray, 1991). Donaldson and Sanderson (1 996) described three basic arguments for 

collaboration in schools. First, working together has direct benefits for children. The 

overriding goal of collaboration is educational improvement and effectiveness. Second, 

collaboration benefits educators because it allows teachers and administrators to learn 

from the experience and expertise of their peers. Third, collaboration leads to the 

professional enrichment of the school's culture. Collaboration can play a Iarge roIe in 

creating an occupational ethos that shapes what teachers choose to do and learn. These 



three arguments have provided a framework for examining the positive outcomes of 

collaboration. 

Improved Student Learning 

Opportunities and time for professional collaboration outside the classroom are 

closely related to standards of student achievement inside the classroom. Rosenholtz's 

(1989) classic study of teacher's work and student achievement in 78 elementary schools 

in the United States showed clear connections between the existence of collaborative 

work cultures in teaching and higher rates of student achievement in literacy and 

nurneracy. Similarly, McLaughlinYs (1 997) extensive work in United States secondary 

schools indicated equally powerful connections between strong professional communities 

among teachers, standards for students, and student achievement. As well, studies by 

Newmann and Wehlage (1995) provided evidence that closer teamwork on day-to-day 

pedagogical challenges led to the improvement of teaching and brought benefits to 

students. Liebeman and Miller (1 991) also reviewed teaching conditions and 

professional development and linked collaboration to enriched teaching and better 

learning. 

Wheatley, Brent, and Dee1 (1 997) used both quantitative and qualitative analyses 

to examine the effects of a collaborative model on student learning. The goals of the 

study were to improve one of North Carolina's low achieving elementary schools and to 

design an exportable collaborative model to 'Sump start" school improvement. A 

partnership developed between the staff at the school, a team fi-om the university, and a 

group of master teachers who provided staff development through class demonstrations as 

well as support and feedback to teachers through a coaching model. Within a year the 



school had achieved 100% of the district's benchmark goals in reading, writing, and 

math. This was a success rate achieved by only 10% of the schools in the district. An 

added component of the research was the inclusion of focus groups that validated the 

general sense of success felt by faculty, staff, students, and parents. The focus group data 

supplemented the quantitative data on academic performance to create a more 

comprehensive view of improvements. 

Although some researchers have maintained that the links between collaboration 

and student learning are still tentative (Acheson & Gall, 1992; Hoover & Achilles, 1996) 

the claims fiom studies such as those conducted by Little (1982), McLaughlin (1997), 

Newman and Wehlage (1 999 ,  and Rosenholtz (1 989) have enjoyed widespread support 

in practitioner and policy communities. Furthermore other researchers in the field such as 

daCosta (1995), Fullan and Hargreaves (1991), Little (1987), and Wheatly, Brent and 

Dee1 (1997) also have agreed that when teachers collaborate, their students should 

experience positive outcomes in achievement, attitude, and behaviour. 

Teacher Professionalism 

Collaboration may enhance the professional development opportunities for 

teachers to talk and reflect on practice, share critique, and support each other (Darling- 

Hammond, 1 995; Little, 1 993). Teacher professionalism has several different meanings 

in the literature including a greater participation in decision making (Weiss, Cambone, & 

Wyeth, 1992), development of a stronger knowledge base for teaching (Darling- 

Harnmond, 1995; McLaughlin 1997), and teacher-to-teacher collaboration (Hargreaves, 

1994). However, the notion that teacher learning is "embedded" in the day-to-day 

interactions among staff is inherent in all of the meanings given to teacher 



professionalism. As well, the view that teachers' growth and development is best 

contextualized within their own workplace is consistent with current thinking and 

research in the area of staff development (Barth, 1990; Sparks, 1995). 

McLaughlin (1997) stated that overcoming teacher isolation is one of the 

principles that must be in place for teacher professionalism to move forward. Similarly, 

many authors have argued that teachers can no longer continue to work isolated in their 

cIassrooms (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hamrnond, 1990; Hart, 1994; Little, 1993). However, 

some teachers may view the isolated teacher model as the safest and most secure 

professional role to maintain among peers. Therefore, teachers and administrators first 

must be convinced that the isolation of teachers in their classrooms and the top-down 

decision making are shortchanging both those who work in schools and those who are 

taught there (Scott & Smith, 1987). Several authors have questioned the applicability of 

collaboration in the area of professional development. Huberrnan's (1990) research 

cautioned that teachers view themselves as "independent artisans*' who derive their 

satisfaction from independent classroom work. Day (1 997) described teacher learning as 

both interdependent, and independent, allowing for the kind of development that might be 

focused upon either personal need or a long-term professional need of the teacher. 

Furthermore, rather than collaboration resulting in teacher professional growth, 

the implementation of a team structure may have a tendency to fragment a school into 

cloistered competitive groups (Freidman, 1997; Prestine, 1994). The result may be 

jealousy and competition among groups, teams, or individuals in the school. 

Consequently meaningful collaboration for teachers working in an atmosphere of 

professional jealousies may be futile (Barlow & Robertson, 1994). 



The capacity for collaboration to promote teacher professionalism is well 

documented in the literature. Studies such as that conducted by Sandell and Sullivan, 

(1 992) clearly indicated that teachers judged "informal influences such as discussions 

about the practice of teaching, opportunities to observe another's teaching, and to teach 

and learn from one another" (p. 138) as more beneficial to themselves than formal 

professional development activities. However, other authors have cautioned that the 

sharing of experience may not be valuable if it leads to cynicism and despair or if the 

bonds that are formed result in the formation of power blocs within the school 

(Hargreaves, 1994). 

Collaborative Cultures 

The third major benefit of collaboration is the professional enrichment of the 

school's culture. Every organization has a culture consisting of the patterns of work and 

relationships that are formed together. The pattern of behaviour, or norms, within a 

culture is shaped by the beliefs and attitudes held by members of a school community. 

Implementation of reform efforts occurs within the day-to-day happenings of schools 

which are influenced by the norms that govern the way people interact and relate to each 

other. That is, refonn initiatives are affected by school cultures which traditionally are 

averse to collaboration and change due to existing values of isolation and distinct lines of 

authority (Fullan, 1993; Hargreaves, 1995). In fact, Sarason (1 99 1) argued that school 

reform will be less than successful as long as schools are dominated by norms of 

autonomy and isolation. 

Similarly Kurpius (1991) maintained that the culture of an organization is the 

most powerful determinant of the degree of collaboration within it. Indeed Little (1982) 



and Rosenholtz (1989) found that collaborative relationships could not be imposed on 

teachers if norms of sharing and dialogue were not part of the school culture. Rather, 

teachers remained committed to their own pedagogical interest, protected by school 

norms of self-reliance. These traditional norms of interaction have created a highly 

autonomous culture. 

However, evidence of a different collaborative teaching culture has emerged in 

some schools today. Fullan (1993) used the term reculturing to describe the process by 

which a school redefines its culture by changing norms, values, and relationships to foster 

new ways of working together. Climates of trust in which teachers pool resources, take 

risks, and influence each other in their practice are characteristic of collaborative work. 

Within the context of reculturing, collaboration may lead to a new way of interacting and 

being with each other that in turn may become sustained by ongoing collaborative work 

relationships. 

Barriers to Collaboration 

As individuals engage in collaboration they may expect to encounter age-old 

barriers to new approaches such as resistance, attitudes, and lack of time, training, and 

support (O'Shea & OYShea, 1996). Phillips and McCullough (1 990) divided the diverse 

range of obstacles to collaboration into four categories: conceptual, pragmatic, attitudinal, 

and professional. 

Conceptual barriers have included notions that members of the school community 

(administrators, teachers, parents, and students) have held regarding their role and the 

roles of others. Conceptions of role are usuaIly shaped over time and are reinforced by 

individuals within the profession and others outside the profession. Collaboration has 



had major implications for role transformation and change for all members of the school 

community. However new role expectations have been a source of stress for participants 

and may inhibit collaboration. Therefore changes in traditional roles may engender 

anxiety and in some cases resistance. 

Pragmatic barriers have been associated with logistic factors within the school. 

Lack of time typically has been given as the most pervasive block to collaboration. Other 

pragmatic difficulties have included large classes or case loads, scheduling problems, and 

space. 

Attitudinal barriers have included beliefs, assumptions, or expectations held by 

participants regarding possible outcomes that may impede the collaborative process. 

Hatch (1998) described how the work of the ATLAS (Authentic Teaching, Learning, and 

Assessment for all Students) collaborative, despite considerable funding, broad initial 

agreements, and good relationships at the highest levels, was unable to make decisions to 

carry out work in a collaborative manner. Hatch attributed the lack of success of the 

collaborative to deeply embedded beliefs and differences in theories of action held by the 

different partners in the collaboration. 

The final barrier in implementing collaboration has related to the professional 

issue of lack of training or differences in training among individuals, An important 

consideration has been that as more people have been involved in the decision making 

process of the school, there has been a need for all individuals to gain understanding of 

what working in collaborative ways means for them. 



Collaborative Refonn 

Parent and teacher participation in school-based decision making, teacher 

empowerment and professionalism, and site-based management have become dominant 

themes in the debate over school reform. Cook and Friend (1992) maintained that 

participatory management and other terms found in the school reform movement have 

reflected collaboration. Similarly, OYShea and OYShea, (1997) described collaboration as 

"a cornerstone of effective school reform" (p. 454). Because the "reform rhetoric is 

rampant with calls for collaboration" (Welch, 1998, p. 27) this review first examined the 

meaning of collaboration in the literature. Next, using a research-based description for 

collaboration, I examine the extent to which contemporary reform embodies collaborative 

principles and might therefore be termed collaborative reform. Finally, the implications 

that collaboration holds for school-based participants who are involved in working 

together in new and different ways are examined. 

The Reform Agenda 

"Attempts to change, improve and reform schools in this country enjoy a long and 

checkered history" (Murphy, 1993, p. 1). Beginning in the mid to late 1980s, the 

mandated, centralized improvement strategies that dominated the reform agenda in the 

early 1980s fell into disfavor. Such perspectives had considered the school as a 

hierarchically and bureaucratically structured system in which change or reform was a 

directed, objective, and technical process. Innovations originated in a top-down process 

that passed externally generated programs through hierarchical structures. It was evident 

however that the success of even the best planned initiatives depended on the contextual 

nature of the work at each individual school for interpretation and implementation. 



Therefore the centrally mandated and imposed approaches to reform were abandoned and 

in their place came approaches designed to empower the school site and transfer control 

to the local community. Thus began the second wave of reform, also known as the 

restructuring movement. Reformists in this second wave of refonn have advocated for 

hndamental changes in the governance structure of schools to enhance teacher 

professionalism and to involve all stakeholders in decision making. 

Little (1993) described "five streams of reform" (p. 30) that have dominated the 

second wave of refonn or restructuring movement. Little (1 993) included initiatives in 

the following areas as central components of the contemporary reform agenda: (1) 

Refoms in subject matter (standards, cumculum, pedagogy), (2) Reforms centered on 

problems of equity among a diverse population, (3) Reforms in assessment, (4) Changes 

in the social organization of schooling, and (5) Professionalization of teaching (pp. 13 1- 

132). Little (1 993) cautioned that these reforms "cannot be done well piecemeal, nor are 

they reforms that succeed if attempted only in isolated classrooms" (p. 132). Liebeman 

and Miller (1 984) also described the reform process as an endeavor that has demanded 

collective efforts. 

Restructuring 

The term restructuring has come to represent the view that today's schools require 

hndamental changes that cannot be achieved through minor or separate innovations 

applied to existing structures (Leithwood, 1994). Rather, restructuring is a commitment 

to systemic change that aims at focusing on improvement of the system itself. The 

process includes attending to all parts according to the interactive and integrated nature of 

restructuring. Murphy (1993) referred to restructuring as "an interconnected business" 



(p. 252) highlighting the interdependent nature of the process. Cook and Friend (1991) 

and Little (1990) also described interdependence as one of the defining characteristics of 

collaboration. Therefore the process of collaboration has been consistent with the aims 

and purposes of restructuring for reform. 

Newmann (1 993) identified four common themes in schools where restructuring 

initiatives were undenvay. Similar to Little's description of "streams of reform" @, 30) 

these themes included "major changes in students' learning experiences, in the 

professional lives of teachers, in the governance and management of schools, and in the 

ways in which schools are held accountable" (p. 4). 

Therefore, restructuring has encompassed many initiatives and has represented a 

variety of change processes. One of the most common types of restructuring, site-based 

management, involved schools moving from a closed model of governance emphasizing 

centralized control and management to a more open model emphasizing decentralized 

participation by stakeholders. Among the many initiatives associated with school 

restructuring undoubtedly the most pervasive has been site-based management (Murphy 

& Beck , 1995). School systems in Western countries have been restructuring their 

organizational features by decentralizing decision making and by developing a more 

collaborative approach (Caldwell & Spinks, 1992). 

Besides site-based management, other examples of new structures that may 

encourage more collaborative, flexible, and responsive ways of working together have 

included teacher teams, multi-age groups, block timetabling, interdisciplinary programs, 

and mini schools or sub-schools at the high school level where teachers have worked with 

a reduced number of students (Hargreaves, 1997). Therefore, restructuring has included 



changes in the formal structure of schooling in terms of organization, timetables, roles, 

and other such features. 

Kurpius (1 991) stated that the culture of a school influences the level of 

collaboration and reform within the organization. However, attempts to change cultures 

to more collaborative forms may be undermined by existing structures. Cultures are 

grounded in structures of time and space. These structures can play a role in facilitating 

the building of relationships or they may play a role in blocking their formation. For 

example if a timetable does not provide time for teachers to meet during the regular 

school day collaboration may become exhausting and contrived. Teachers may view 

collaboration as an extra rather than as an integral component to ordinary commitments 

and working relationships. Therefore internal structures may become roadblocks to 

collaboration if educators perceive that they are inadequate. Similarly school space that 

traditionally has been structured so that adults work largely in isolation from one another 

may also be a barrier to collaboration. Newmann and Wehlage, (1995) have noted that 

newly constructed schools have included teacher work areas and team planning rooms 

reflecting the belief that collaborative activity can enhance teacher's competence. 

Conversely Riordon (1 996) indicated that although environments conducive to 

collaboration have been important, successful collaboration has depended more on people 

willingly committing their time to work and to colleagues whom they value. Hargreaves 

(1 994) also warned that contrived collegiality may result when relationships are regulated 

by administration and imposed into existing structures that lend themselves to 

collaborative work. 



Outcomes School districts have adopted structurally based approaches to school 

reform such as school-based management so as to improve school productivity and 

student learning (David, 1989). However researchers have pointed to the absence of 

evidence that self-management has resulted in the improvement in learning outcomes for 

students (Fullan, 1993; Weiss et al., 1992; Wohlstetter & Odden, 1992). Griffin's (1 995) 

study that examined teacher participation in school decision making indicated no changes 

in teacher practice as a result of being involved in the shared decision making at the 

school. In fact some teachers cited the privacy of practice as a reason for not attending to 

pedagogy as an aspect of shared decision making. Taylor and Teddlie (1992) drew 

similar conclusions in their study of change in classroom practice in a district widely 

acclaimed as a model of restructuring. They concluded that teachers in the study did not 

alter their practice even though they were involved in increased participation in decision 

making in the school. 

Weiss et al. (1992) investigated shared decision in 12 high schools in 11 states in 

the United States. They found that teachers in the site-based management schools (half of 

the schools were selected because they had implemented shared decision making) were 

more likely to discuss issues in the decision making process. However the same teachers 

did not discuss issues of curriculum or their own practice any more frequently than 

teachers in the traditionally managed schools in the study. 

The results of the studies conducted by Griffin (1 999,  Taylor and Teddlie (1 992), 

and Weiss et al. (1992) indicated the failure of structural approaches to stimulate hoped- 

for changes in practice and student learning. Fullan (1998) concluded that restructuring 

bears no direct relationship to improvements in teaching and learning. Newmann (1993) 



supported Fullan's conclusion, indicating that structural changes in and of themselves 

have held small promise of producing competence or commitment on the part of teachers 

or students. According to Newmann, restructuring initiatives may provide the occasions 

for change but they have not assured them. 

Reculturing 

The prime focus for educational change according to Fullan (1 993) and 

Hargreaves (1 994) should be cultures of teaching. Fullan (1 993) described the process as 

reculturing schools. In contrast to restructuring which has been concerned with the 

formal structural organization of schools, reculturing has involved changing the norms, 

values, incentives, skills, and relationships in the organization to foster a different way of 

working together. In order for collective action and dialogue to take place, positive 

relationships must be built among teachers and others -- relationships that form the 

culture of the school. Developing or altering these relationships has involved recuIturing 

the school. 

As one of the respondents in a study on shared decision making mentioned, "What 

is needed is more than a change in formal structure; it requires a change in the culture of 

the school as well. The value of staff, their expectations for themselves and each other, 

have to undergo a parallel transformation" (Weiss et al., 1992, p. 360). Restructuring 

and reculturing need to exist in concert with each other. Fullan (1993) described the 

process as a "complex dynamic that occurs between restructuring and reculturing" (p. 

162). According to Fullan, in most restructuring reforms structure has attempted to push 

cultural change and the result has been mostly failure in achieving the goals that relate to 

improved teaching and student learning. What has been required is a reciprocal 



relationship between restructuring and reculturing. However, Fullan argued that in some 

cases it may be more effective that normative changes serve as the driving force for 

structural changes. The implication is that it is more advantageous and meaningful to the 

change process that educators begin working together and then discover that school 

structures must be altered. If the opposite occurs, that is if individuals have attempted to 

find ways of working together while immersed in rapidly implementing new structures, 

the result often has been confusion, ambiguity, conflict, and possible retrenchment. 

Reculturing, then, has contributed to personal and collective resilience in the face 

of change. It has helped people persist when they have encountered conflict or when 

things go wrong. Constructive reculturing means working collaboratively with people we 

do not like as well as people we do (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996). Therefore, the 

anticipated outcomes of structural changes in authority and decision making in schools 

cannot be fully achieved without the accompanying fimdamental changes in the personal 

and interpersonal behaviour of individuals in the learning community (Schlechty, 1991). 

Site-Based Management 

The reform initiative of site-based management essentially involves stakeholders 

in shared decision making. Because shared decision making requires collaborative skills 

(Hart, 1995; Hudson & Glomb, 1997; Mutchler & Duttweiler, 1990; Wood & Gray, 

1991), some authors have suggested that the implementation of site-based management 

relies on effective collaboration (O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997). The goals of site-based 

management have encompassed all of the themes of reform described by Newmann 

(1 993) including governance and management, changes in student learning experiences, 

teacher professionalism, and accountability. Because the purpose of this review is to 



examine the significance of collaboration in contemporary school reform, the pervasive 

and inclusive nature of site-based management as a reform effort makes it a suitable 

choice for the study. 

Definition Variations in terminology and in the implementation of site-based 

management have been a source of confirsion. Different authors have used the terms site- 

based management (Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990) and participatory management 

(Haskin, 1995) to describe the same reform initiative. 

School-based management can be broadly defined as any arrangement in which 

the management of school affairs (budget, curriculum, discipline, policies, personnel) is 

conducted at local sites, rather than by central district offices. In participatory 

management school-level administrators share power with school staff and parents who 

participate in these decisions (Haskin, 1995, p. 5). 

Malen, Ogawa, and Kranz (1990) described site-based management in a similar 

way but included the component of a formal decision making body such as a council or 

board in their definition. 

All forms of site-based management have involved use of some form of decision 

making (Leithwood, 1997). Wood and Gray (1 99 1) referred to shared decision making as 

participatory decision making and described it as "a collaborative approach in which 

superordinates and subordinates work together as equals to share and analyze problems 

together, generate and evaluate affirmatives and attempt to reach agreement or consensus 

on decisions" (p. 140). 

Case studies of districts or schools implementing site-based management have 

indicated that the operation of this governance structure has been extremely varied. In 



theory three areas of decision making can be decentralized to the school: budget, 

curriculum, and human resources (Wohlstetter & Odden, 1992). Within the diverse 

contexts of the implementation, there has been wide variation across programs in terms of 

the types of discussions and the extent of authority that has been decentralized. 

As well as addressing different areas of decision making, site-based management 

has included three very specific forms or models (Murphy & Beck, 1995). In one 

governance model, community control, authority has been taken by parent and 

community groups. In a second model, administrative decentralization, teachers have 

formed the majority on site councils and have been empowered to engage in decision 

making formerly carried out by central administration. A third site-based management 

mode has featured principal control. Few studies have differentiated among these forms 

of decentralization, which has added to the confusion in understanding site-based 

management. As well research to date has suggested that each form of governance and 

decision making has faced different challenges and levels of success (Malen et al., 1990). 

Within the framework of collaboration, the uneven level of success of site-based 

management has supported the necessity of individuals working together towards clearly 

defined, mutually agreed upon goals. 

A Global Phenomenon The thrust towards decentralization in education has been 

international in scope, including the countries of England and Wales, the United States, 

New Zealand, Australia, and Canada (Caldwell, 1997; Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990). 

Although individual social and cultural contexts have shaped the exact nature of the 

reform in each country, similarities in the trends and initiatives for school reform in these 

Western nations have been apparent. At the heart of much of the devolution of authority 



to the school site has been the encouragement of bottom-up improvements in school 

quality, a new responsiveness to community social values, democratic participation, and 

hopes for an educational renewal resulting from local ownership. 

However internationally the trend toward site-based management has been 

accompanied by an increase in central control such as in the national curriculum 

requirements in England and Wales. Therefore while a common thread of school reform 

in many societies has been a decentralization of decision making in the form of site-based 

management, an equally common movement has been maintenance of an increased thrust 

toward system-wide standards, national coherence, and equity. Consequently, although 

schooling has become more centralized in some respects through the advancement of 

curriculum targets, learning outcomes, and standardized tests, the day-to-day management 

and responsibility for meeting the quality standards has been placed in the hands of the 

individual school. The resulting issue for shared decision making has become one of 

balancing control and autonomy in the delivery of public education. Practitioners have 

been well aware that there has been an unresolved tension between the policy framework 

for education that currently exists in Western nations and the policy desires and goals that 

have been part of the rhetoric of site-based management (Darling-Hammond, 1993; 

Goldring & Rollis, 1992). As a result teachers and administrators have received mixed 

signals or contradictory support from different levels of the policy system. Consequently, 

many site-based initiatives have suffered from inconsistent messages fkom local and 

district policy on subjects that have ranged fkom budgeting, curriculum, assessment, and 

teaching to student learning (Wohlstetter & Odden, 1992). Boyd (1992) concluded that a 

balancing of top-down and bottom-up approaches may require new paradigms of 



educational policy as well as attention to a collaborative approach to educational 

improvement. 

The Alberta Context Given the locale for this study, restructuring in the province of 

Alberta serves as an example of contemporary reform and provides necessary background 

to this research. A study recently conducted by Spencer (1 999) closely examined reform 

in public education in Western countries and revealed that "the state of public education 

in Alberta and the responses and reactions to issues of reform in this province mirror 

those of other Western Nations" (p. 200). 

In Canada the province of Alberta launched its restructuring effort in 1994. 

Described as "the most comprehensive changes ever introduced in a provincial education 

system" (Barlow & Robertson, 1994, p. 2 19), the Three Year Business Plan (Alberta 

Education, 1994) introduced major fiscal and governance reforms to education. Based on 

the need for fiscal responsibility and on the premise that Albertans wanted to be involved 

in educational decision making, the implementation of site-based management and the 

introduction of school councils provided educational stakeholders more local control over 

schools (Aitken & Townsend, 1 998). 

In Alberta pressures for restructuring in education came from several different 

places. The business community stressed the need for improvement in education in order 

to compete in global economic markets. Within the private sector education costs were 

perceived to be contributing to the depressed state of the economy (Alberta Education, 

1993). Thus in Alberta, as in other centres, the move towards site-based management 

appeared to be driven by financial as well as educational concerns. Therefore the 

Ministry of Education and administration viewed collaboration as a means of ensuring 



institutional growth and program development that would meet the needs of all sectors 

amid the realities of shrinking resources (Barlow & Robertson, 1994; Stewart, 1996). 

Another theme underlining the reform movement in Alberta has been "school 

choice.'' The province provided fimding that followed the student, so that parents could 

send their children to the school of their choice. As well the provision for charter schools 

allowed interested groups to establish their own schools, independent of school board 

authority, but within provincial guidelines and finding. 

As a result, schools have perceived the need to become more market conscious, 

more competitive for "clients," and more preoccupied with public relations (Caldwell & 

Spinks, 1992). The institutional competitiveness has tended to divide schools and their 

teachers from one another. In these cases collaboration has not occurred between 

colleagues fiom different schools who have seen themselves in competition with each 

other for the same students. The opportunity to engage in learning with others beyond the 

teacher's home community thus has been lost as has been the possibility for professional 

development (Darling-Hammond, 1995). According to Hargreaves (1 995) an unintended 

consequence of site-based management has been that is has created huge gaps in the 

professional development at the local level. Decentralization, having removed 

bureaucracy, may also have decreased local support. 

Achievement of the positive outcomes of colIaboration may be related to the 

extent that a particular improvement initiative has embodied collaborative principles 

(Fullan, 1995; Hudson & Glornb, 1996; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1996). In the Alberta 

example, although the move to site-based management was based on the premise that the 

public wanted to be involved in educational decision making, essentially it was the 



government that mandated the implementation of the initiative. Furthennore, the 

government's decision to restructure was based not only on educational accountability but 

on financial concerns. Stewart (1 996) stated "it is unlikely that motivation stemming from 

financial concerns is enough to support true collaboration" (p. 21). 

Shared decision making or governance initiatives may begin as an imposed 

venture as it did in Alberta. However at some point in the process the initiative must 

become voluntary in nature in order to be sustained (Christiansen et al., 1997). Also, as 

Cook and Friend (1991) and Welch and Sheridan (1995) have indicated, in order to be 

successfbl decision making and shared involvement should be strongly linked to clearly 

defined and shared outcomes, goals, and purposes. Within the context of site-based 

management funding issues at the individual school level have caused some schools to be 

market conscious and competitive. Competition has been antithetical to collaboration 

because it has divided rather than joined. The result has been that competition has 

discouraged the promotion of shared goals in education and has isolated groups fiom 

communicating with those who have held alternative perspectives. Within the context of 

collaboration it has been the valuing of multiple perspectives that has resulted in growth 

and strength (Fullan, 1998; Hudson & Glomb, 1997). 

Another defining characteristic of collaboration has included the notion of 

equality in relationships (Cook & Friend, 199 1 ; Welch & Sheridan, 1995). Within the 

reform initiatives in Alberta the location and exercise of power has clearly been an issue. 

While the government has given autonomy to schools, it has maintained control at the 

central level. Similarly at the individual school site-based management has called upon 



principals to share authority, leadership, and decision making while also holding them 

accountable to policies determined outside the school community. 

In summary, collaboration has been subject to individual variations, political 

mandates, and institutional regulations that have created considerable tensions which 

have threatened the process. However in describing the challenge of collaborative work 

Christensen, Eldredge, Ibom, Johnson and Thomas (1 996) maintained that "even in the 

toughest of times, when collaboration tensions are most apparent, we would not choose to 

go back to the way things were" @. 188). Similarly, despite the critique and concerns 

over site-based management most schools would not wish to return to previous, more 

centralized arrangements. In the report of a three year study on the views of head teachers 

Bullock and Thomas (1 994) reported on the strong acceptance of local management in 

schools in England. Caldwell(1997) agreed that self-management is probably irreversible 

and has been consistent with developments and trends in other public and private sector 

organizations. 

Implications for Stakeholders as Participants in Site-Based Management 

A central ingredient in shared decision making or any other restructuring initiative 

has been the redesign of work for the major educational stakeholders (Bredeson, 1993). 

Site-based management has required new attitudes, skills, behaviours, and ways of being 

that are part of the process of collaboration (Stewart, 1996). 

Fullan and Miles (1992) have noted that school reform has been most successfbl 

when it has involved cross-role groups of teachers, parents, students, and administrators 

in shared decision making. However new patterns of interaction and participation have 

placed heavy demands on the participants to work in different ways and to develop 



additional skills. Substantial change in norms, roles, and relationships and in the system 

of beliefs and values that give meaning to these structures have presented an additional 

chaIlenge to those who have been required to modify their own behaviour in response to 

these changes. 

Renegotiating the roles of stakeholder groups has posed challenges in terms of 

authority and control. By implication school leadership has expanded to include teachers 

and parents as well as the principal. Teachers have been viewed as a source of expertise 

rather than as the implementers of others' ideas or plans for improvement of practice, 

Parents have become crucial stakeholders possessing knowledge, assets, and expertise 

about their children that are not available to anyone else. The principal has been 

identified as a key player in developing collaborative, participatory decision making as 

well as in maintaining the restructuring effort as a whole (Prestine, 199 1 ; Leithwood, 

1992). 

Reshaping; the Principalship 

Although the literature on leadership has attested to the important role the 

principal plays in restructuring (Beck, 1994; Wheatly et al., 1997) there has been no 

consensus among practitioners, researchers, or policy makers as to the appropriate role of 

the principal in a restructured school (Hallinger & Hausman, 1994). Coming to an 

understanding of the attributes, processes, and skills that are a part of being collaborative 

has been an ongoing process for school leaders. To know and believe that collaboration 

has been required of leaders in order to work effectively within the school community has 

not in itself provided educators with the understanding of how they might change their 

own situation to produce greater collaboration. The structural, highly visible nature of the 



reforms of site-based management and shared decision making have called for principals 

to behave differently although the appropriate role often has been difficult to describe. 

The central role that the principal has played in building and developing school 

culture has been well documented in the literature (Sarason, 1971). The principal has 

been crucial in determining what is incorporated into the culture of the school. For the 

last two decades the majority of the studies concerning school change and reform have 

identified the principal as a key player (Fullan, 1985, 1991; Leithwood, 1992). In 

commenting on these findings Prestine (1994) observed that much of this research has 

been grounded in the traditional view of the principal that has been premised on the 

positional power of the principal in a hierarchical organization. Within this structural 

position the principal held the control and influence over school initiatives that was not 

available to others in the school. As a result of this positional authority and without the 

involvement of other school members as multifaceted contributors the principal became 

the decision maker in school change efforts. Traditional conceptions of the role of the 

principal from a positional perspective may have set limitations on conceptualizing the 

role of the principaI within restructured schools and have been incongruent with 

contemporary research and thinking on leadership (Hickman, 1997; Kelley, 1995; Rost, 

1991). Therefore while the role of the principal has continued to be acknowledged for its 

importance in the dynamic of school culture, a new image of the principal that has been 

more in keeping with new visions of schooIs has emerged. While the instructional 

leadership imagery of the 1980s highlighted the centrality of the principal's role, school 

restructuring has emphasized the diffbse nature of leadership (Hallinger & Hausman, 

1994). 



Redefining the Role For schools to operate more as communities characterized by 

collaborative cultures Sergiovanni (1994) has called for new visions of leadership. As 

teachers have accepted responsibility for their own professional growth, they no longer 

have been dependent on the principal to plan and implement staff development for them. 

The role of the principal has become one of supporter, reinforcer, and facilitator. 

Rosenblum, Louis and Rossmiller, (1994) conducted case studies of eight high schools 

over a period of two years. They studied schools that had positive experiences enhancing 

teacher working conditions and examined the effect of such conditions on teacher and 

student engagement. The staff described their leaders using terms such as mentor, guide, 

facilitator, change agent, enabler, coach, and supporter - words that reflected the 

relationships that the principals had with staff. " Rarely were they referred to as decision 

maker" (p. 106). The case study and survey data fi-om the eight restructured high schools 

indicated that the presence of strong leadership was an important factor that contributed 

to a sense of professionalism and high quality work for teachers. What was relevant to a 

new vision of leadership were the attributes that were considered to be a part of good 

leadership including collaboration, communication, feedback, influence, and 

professionalism. 

Bredeson (1993) surveyed educators about changes in their professional work 

lives and reported similar findings. Bredeson found that restructuring was characterized 

by wider application of shared decision making, decentralized school-based management 

processes, and greater professional autonomy expressed in redefined roles, rules, 

relationships, and responsibilities. The focus of the study was on role strain. Bredeson 

concluded that as principals moved traditional, hierarchical school leadership to group- 



centered leadership, the ability to listen, to deal with conflict, and to facilitate small and 

large group processes were these principals' most important competencies. Working 

within the context of site-based management required the development of collaborative 

skills and strategies (Hudson & Glomb, 1997; Mutchler & Duthveiler, 1990; O'Shea & 

O'Shea, 1997; Roy, 1995; Welch, 1998). 

Similarly, Haskin (1 995) conducted three years of ethnographic research in four 

schools that implemented a school-based management program. The program was 

intended to alter the management structure of inner-city elementary schools in a 

midwestern city so that the adults in the building began to work together towards the 

common purpose of serving children's needs. Haskin addressed the meaning of 

leadership in participatory management, specifically the role of the principal in the 

implementation of the program. Haskin used the term facilitative to characterize the most 

successfU1 principals in the program. She described facilitative leaders as individuals 

who led rather than controlled but who maintained responsibility for decisions made in 

the school whether those decisions were made alone or as a team. Haskin concluded that 

successful implementation of site-based management began with the principal. She 

described the style of leadership required as facilitative, democratic, and collaborative. 

She noted that this style of leadership "runs counter to the training and experience of most 

administrators" @. 33). Haskin found that the principal also needed to be effective. 

"Effective principals, those who follow through on decisions and demand performance 

from staff, appear to be more likely to successfully implement site-based management" 

(p. 21). 



These studies provided usehl descriptions of principal behaviour, skills, and 

attitudes that were pervasive in collaborative working environments. They also provided 

evolving metaphors of school leadership that appeared to fit the new context of working 

relationships. 

Leadership for Collaboration Within the literature, various authors have used different 

terminology to describe the style of leadership associated with school-based management 

including transformational leadership (Leithwood, 1992), facilitative leadership (Cowley 

& Goldman, 1994; Haskin, 1999, and collaborative leadership (Telford, 1995). Schools 

with predominantly transformational leadership were purposeful and collaborative with a 

greater number of staff and faculty operating in an empowered and leaderlike manner. 

Transformational leadership emphasized the principal's role in acknowledging and 

developing the leadership capacity of other individuals within the school community. A 

definition of facilitative leadership included "behaviours that enhance the collective 

ability of the school to adapt, solve problems, and improve performance" (Conley & 

Goldman, 1994) and leadership "manifested through someone, rather than over someone" 

(Goldman, Dunlop & Conley, 1993). Conley and Goldman (1 994) said principals acted 

facilitatively when they overcame resource constraints, built teams, provided feedback, 

and solved conflict, created communication networks, practiced collaborative politics, 

and modeled the school's vision. Finally Telford (1 995) developed and defined the 

notion of collaborative leadership as one that was transformational and encompassed 

distinctive elements of collaboration. Using a synthesis of findings in the review of the 

literature on collaboration and the Bolman and Deal (1991) typology of structural, human 

resource, political, and symbolic frames, Telford developed an operational definition of 



collaborative leadership in which four dominant factors (outside the Bolrnan and Deal 

typology) were apparent. They were "development of the educational potential of 

students, professional development of leaders, good organizational health, and 

institutionalization of vision" (p. 22). 

Within all of these definitions that have described leadership for collaboration is 

the theme of a network of interconnected individuals working together collaboratively. 

The image of the principal according to Christensen (1992) has evolved to a conception 

of the leader as "one of many creative, caring, collaborative individuals in the school" (p. 

18). Prestine (1991) based on her empirical work and analysis of the role of the principal 

in restructuring schools also concluded that the principal's participation had to be as an 

equal. Therefore, Prestine's conclusions on how the principal works with others are 

consistent with the definitional component of collaboration that has stressed equality in 

partnerships. 

In summary, although leadership has continued to play a key role in school 

change, site-based management has placed new and different demands on principals. 

According to Haskin "not every principal can do it well" (p. 33). For many leaders in the 

old mold making the change in themselves might be their greatest personal challenge 

(Oakley & Krug, 1991). Principals who were recruited, trained, and rewarded for 

''running a tight ship" and always being in control must learn and relearn much if schools 

are to be led in a participatory way. Conversely there may be times in the life of some 

organizations when highly directive leadership may be both necessary and desirable at 

least for a period of time. 



The principal's role is only one element among many in the school's social and 

environmental milieu that contributes to student learning. In restructuring schools parents 

have been asked to sit on governing bodies as equal partners with principals and teachers. 

Parents 

The establishment of school councils with parent and community participation in 

advisory or decision making roles has been a component of site-based management 

(Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990). Although there is a notable amount of literature which 

has asserted that parental participation has been an important component of effective 

schools (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1987), there has been little evidence to 

suggest that parental involvement in noninstructional areas such as school governance has 

had direct effects on student learning (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991). In fact Hargreaves 

(1997) argued that the establishment of parent councils has been managerial in design and 

approach and has fostered the creation rather than the building of community. In his 

critique of school councils, Hargreaves added that the school council "grants untoward 

influence to atypical parents" @. 19). Similarly, Barlow and Robertson (1 994) asserted 

that school councils have tended to attract the most confident, articulate, and influential 

parents who have not necessarily represented the entire parent body. Fullan and 

Stiegelbauer (1991) also questioned the token participation of a select group of parents as 

nonrepresentative of the parent population. 

Therefore, while recognizing that parent councils have been an important step in 

encouraging a sense of shared responsibility for student learning, Hargreaves (1 997) 

suggested that authentic, casual, and informal relations between parents and educators 

may be more important in the process. Consistent with the views of other authors 



(Darling-Harnmond, 1995; Sergiovanni, 1994) Hargreaves emphasized that collaboration 

between parents and educators should include the components of open communication, 

trust, empathy, and risk-taking in order to achieve the mutually held goals of student 

learning. Furthennore when these values become established in the relationships with 

parents, they provide a foundation that supports the more pragmatic functions of shared 

decision making and school governance. 

Recent initiatives for shared decision making and shared governance have 

assumed that parents have wanted more involvement and power within schools. In reality 

this may not be the case even though pressure exists within and outside the system to 

encourage parental involvement. With many countries mandating site-based councils 

involving parents the choice as whether to participate seems to have been removed. It is 

ironic that bottom-up decision making has been mandated in a top-down manner. When 

individuals feel coerced or pressured into collaboration rather than engaging in it 

voluntarily, the ultimate success of the initiative may be threatened. Therefore, although 

principals have needed to be active in promoting participation among parents, they have 

had to accomplish it in a way that has balanced expectations of the system and honored 

parental choice and willingness for involvement. 

To become effective both parents and educators have needed to acquire new 

understandings and skills in their redesigned role relationships (Fullan, 1996; McPherson 

& Crowson, 1994; Malen & Ogawa, 1989). The implementation of site-based 

management in Chicago schools involved the community control model of governance in 

which authority was held by parent and community groups. McPherson and Crowson 

(1994) conducted a study with 15 principals who were part of the reform in Chicago 



schools. The principals were individuals who had been successfil in both the old and 

new systems. Their descriptions of their work with the Local School Councils provided 

strong evidence of the need for parents also to learn the skills of working together 

coilaboratively. Principals commented on the unsophisticated quality of their councils, 

reporting that they spent a great deal of time educating parents in the details, procedures, 

and nuances of educational governance. The findings of this study were similar to those 

of Malen and Ogawa (1988) who found that the change in parents' roles fiom 

involvement to governance had been difficult. Malen and Ogawa reported that parents 

often lacked information about activity and operation, had unclear understandings of their 

power, and were unwilling to express their preferences. In some cases parents were 

invited rather than elected to serve on councils and therefore felt indebted to school 

administrators. Malen and Ogawa concluded that school-based management created 

opportunities for parents to participate in school governance, but that effective decision 

making did not necessarily occur unless professional and parent influence relationships 

changed substantially. 

The establishment of a school council as part of the model of site-based 

management has been one way in which parents have influenced decision making in the 

school. However, although such initiatives have established a sense of mutual 

responsibility for education amongst stakeholders, the concept of sharing held by 

participants has needed to go beyond the formalized structures of school councils and 

models for decision making (Barlow & Robertson, 1994: Darling-Hammond, 1995; 

Hargreaves, 1997). Indeed, Hargreaves has suggested that personal collaborative 

relationships between parents and teachers have the greatest potential to have an impact 



on student learning. Therefore a balancing of parent involvement and professionalism 

has involved a redefinition of school communities as successful parent-professional 

partnerships. 

Students 

Levin (1 995) noted that while the literature on school-based management 

"advocates more important roles for teachers and parents . . . . students are usually omitted 

from the discussion" (p. 17). The absence of student voices is obvious in the literature on 

site-based management and shared decision making. When a student has been mentioned 

in the decision making process it has been in a high school setting. For example Austin 

and Nava (1 994) described how the Ysleta (Texas) Independent School District 

successfully used collaboration to promote effective change. Within the district, the 

authors described the formation of student advisory committees at the high school level 

that met regularly with the superintendent and principal to discuss concerns and 

upcoming events. Students also participated in the selection process for new 

administrators and counselors. 

Townsend (1994) conducted research in Australia that looked at differences in the 

way principals, teachers, parents, and students viewed the goals of effective schooling. 

Townsend noted a comparatively low correlation between students' responses and those 

of other stakeholders. Townsend interpreted this discrepancy as an indication of an 

increased need to strengthen the role that students play in decision making forums. His 

recommendations were that schools incorporate more opportunities for students to voice 

their concerns. 



Several reasons have been put forth to account for the lack of involvement of 

students in school improvement. Involving students in decision making has not 

traditionally been a part of the culture of schools. Power relations between students and 

educators have caused adults to be reluctant to admit that students might have something 

to say about their own learning. The defensive position on the part of teachers has been 

based on the belief that students are not capable or competent in making judgments about 

matters related to teaching and learning. The traditional exclusion of young people from 

the consultative process may be founded on an out-dated view of childhood that has not 

recognized or honored children's capacity to reflect on issues affecting their lives 

(Rudduck, Day, & Wallace, 1997). While teachers have the opportunity to collaborate 

with each other concerning significant changes in their practice or approach, they do not 

do the same for students whose ways of learning are also affected by the planned change. 

When the purposes and characteristics of new teaching and learning approaches are not 

shared with students, they may escape fiom the ambiguity of the situation by moving 

back to old ways in the regular classroom routines. In this situation the importance of 

including students in the dialogue becomes obvious, as students have the power to 

jeopardize change and force the teacher to step back fiom the innovation as well. 

Site-based management has provided a forum for the students' voices to be heard 

in offering input into decisions that impact their learning. Corbett and Wilson (1995) 

argued that in examining students and reform the best methodology for inquiry into 

students perceptions, attitudes, and feelings would be a qualitative approach. This would 

involve talking to students in settings where they might express their experiences freely 

and openly (p. 16). Although there is evidence of student involvement at the high school 



level, there still needs to be considerable dialogue among educators, parents, and students 

in order to come to a sense of how students can play a role in influencing the decision 

making process. For many individuals this will involve developing and coming to new 

understandings and norms about relationships in the school. The barriers to student 

participation in governance at the high school level are even more pervasive at the 

elementary school because of the younger age of the students. Although children in 

elementary schools have always had opportunities to influence both their teachers and 

parents in an informal way, the manner in which this might be formalized in schools has 

not been studied at this point in time. Rudduck, Day, and Wallace (1997) maintained that 

the concern with voice has considerable significance for the role that students should play 

in restructuring and reform. 

Teachers 

Within the context of contemporary reform the research has described teachers as 

problem solvers, change agents, and collaborators (Darling-Hammond, Bullmaster & 

Cobb, 1995; Fullan, 1993). Whether as a member of the decision making team or 

working with colleagues and parents in the school, the teacher's role has changed and 

expanded. Therefore teachers' participation in decision making in the school has called 

for a redefinition of teacher professionalism that has included an extension and 

enrichment of the teacher's role (Caldwell, 1999). 

Site-based management has provided the opportunity for teachers to redefine 

professional norms, reduce their isolation, coordinate their teaching practice, and improve 

student learning. However to achieve these positive outcomes, teachers have needed to 

be involved in decisions that they have cared about passionately. Accordingly teachers' 



involvement in decision making should focus on instructional issues so that teachers' 

time and energy are not given to issues pertinent to the management and administration of 

the entire school. Research that has examined teacher participation in school decision 

making has indicated no changes in teacher practice as a result of being involved in 

shared decision making at the school (Griffin, 1995; Taylor & Teddlie, 1992; Weiss, 

Cambone, & Wyeth, 1992). In fact, when asked about their participation in shared 

decision making, teachers have reported being overtaxed and feeling that their 

participation has been at the expense of their ability to perform their classroom teaching 

adequately (Spencer, 1999, p. 17 1). 

According to Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1 995) what has been necessary 

in involving teachers in decision making roles and responsibilities has been the provision 

of opportunity and structures that have encouraged the development of professional 

discourse communities beyond the isolation of classrooms. For teachers this has required 

learning the skills needed to work in collaborative ways as well as understanding the 

perspectives needed in teaching for complex thought. Therefore site-based management 

that involves teachers in making decisions that are central to their conceptions of what 

teaching and learning are about may result in the desired positive outcomes in student 

leaming . 

The Relationship between Collaboration and Power 

Involving any stakeholder group in the leadership and management of the school 

poses a variety of challenges. In particular renegotiating the roles of stakeholders has 

created issues for participants in terms of authority and control. Restructuring has 

involved not only a redefinition of roles and relationships in schools but also a 



redistribution of power (Bauch & Goldring, 1998). The definition of collaboration used 

in this paper incorporates the notion of equality in relationships (Cook & Friend, 1991). 

However, the literature has acknowledged the tension that can be created within the 

context of shifting power and relationships between teachers and administrators in 

deciding the extent of teacher participation and the delineation of who makes what 

decision (Hallinger & Hausrnan, 1994; Schlechty, 1991). Moreover although site-based 

management has required principals to share authority and decision making, at the same 

time central authorities have imposed a degree of constraint and external control. Bauch 

and Goldring (1998) have cautioned that intensifying parental involvement and raising 

the professionalism and power of educators may introduce a potential conflict in the 

social interaction of parents and teachers. 

Collaborative initiatives such as site-based management have involved 

participants in the complex dynamics of shifting power relationships in adopting new 

roles in decision making. Research that focuses on asking participants to describe and 

explain how decisions are made, on how conflict is resolved in their collaborative 

relationship, and on how the principal influences collaborative interaction may foster an 

understanding of how power is negotiated, shared, and balanced in collaboration. 

Summarv 

Predictions for school reform for the 2 1 st century have reflected a need for 

participants to gain further understanding of what might be meant by collaboration 

(Fullan, 1993; Little, 1990; Welch, 1998) and to achieve effective collaboration processes 

(Hudson & Glomb, 1997; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997). Furthermore, the call for increased 

knowledge and skills of collaboration is consistent with research that has described the 



significant nature of collaboration in contemporary school reform (Cook & Friend, 1992; 

Fullan, 1993; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997). 

Because lack of understanding of how to collaborate effectively with peers may 

contribute to teachers' feelings of isolation (Little, 1987), qualitative research that 

examines and describes participant experiences of collaboration could help teachers 

understand collaboration and thus achieve greater support and satisfaction in their work. 

Fullan (1991) has agreed with a phenomenological approach to research in education and 

emphasized the importance of seeking understandings about reality fiom the perspectives 

of the people involved in reform implementations. 

Decisions to implement or facilitate collaboration in the school are more likely to 

be effective when administrators are informed by theoretical understanding of the 

phenomenon. Although definitions of collaboration abound in the literature, researchers 

have continued to call for "more sophisticated theorizing about the attributes of 

collegiality" (Timperley & Robinson, 1998, p. 608). Therefore, by examining a broad 

range of stakeholder perspectives on collaboration, principals may gain an increased 

understanding of the process and of the potential of collaboration in school improvement 

initiatives. Shared decision making, mentorship, team teaching assignments, and the 

Eunctioning of school improvement groups could be more effective if organized and 

based upon recommendations derived fiom a study of participants' understandings of the 

process. 

Also inherent within the need for participants to achieve effective collaborative 

processes is the development of the skills required to engage in that process. Descriptive 

research that studies collaboration by examining the perspectives of individuals who have 



worked in collaborative ways may identify skills and abilities required for successful 

collaboration. Such research may guide staff development at the school and district level. 

In conclusion collaboration and school reform are current social-political issues 

that affect many individuals, schools, and school districts. The demands of school reform 

require stakeholders to develop understandings, attitudes, skills, and policies that enable 

them to engage in professional learning through involvement with each other and 

consequently to connect that joint work, or collaboration, to positive educational change. 

"A twenty-first-century perspective predicting the integration of collaboration and school 

reform may help to guide future teaching, research, and / or service efforts" (O'Shea & 

O'Shea, 1997, p. 449). Commitment to the human aspects of the educational enterprise - 

the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of teachers, administrators, parents, and 

community members - is crucial to the process of collaboration and educational reform 

(Schlechty, 199 1). 



Chapter 3 - Methodology 

Introduction 

In this chapter I begin with an overview of the research paradigm applied to this 

study that incorporates the following descriptions of qualitative inquiry: inductive, 

naturalistic, phenomenological, and dynamic. Next I describe the design of the focus 

group methodology that shaped my study. I also explain site selection and entry, and my 

sarnpIing techniques including the selection of participants. Then I outline my role as 

researcher in the study. Finally I discuss data collection, analysis, and the writing 

process. 

A Oualitative Study 
. .  

The term methodology refers to the "way in which we approach problems and 

seek answers" (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 3). My research interest was to come to a 

better understanding of collaboration. I chose to approach the problem by examining 

participant perspectives (i.e., teacher, parent, principal and assistant principal), 

experiences, and understandings of collaboration. The research emphasis on perspectives 

brings together attributes, opinions, and experience in an effort to find out not only what 

participants think about collaboration but also how they think about it and why they think 

the way they do (Morgan, 1997). In approaching the problem in this way, I understood 

that a research problem is solved not by changing anything in the world but by learning 

more about something or understanding it better (Booth, Colomb, & Williams 1995, p. 

5 1). Specifically the intent of the research was to study collaboration by gaining insight 

into the lived experiences of participants who have been engaged in the process through 

school improvement initiatives. The purpose of my research then and my approach are 



typical of the assumptions of qualitative research and its goal of "understanding people 

from their own frames of reference and experiencing reality as they experience it" (Taylor 

& Bogdan, 1998, p. 7). Because I was searching for a deeper understanding of 

stakeholders' lived experience of collaboration as they viewed it, I decided that a 

qualitative research approach was the most appropriate means of addressing the problem. 

Therefore in my research, qualitative methodology was more than a set of data-gathering 

techniques; it was a way of approaching the empirical world (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

Inductive 

In its qualitative approach my research emphasized several theoretical 

perspectives that Patton (1990) called "themes of qualitative inquiry" @. 39). First, my 

research was highly inductive in that I was interested in developing insights about 

collaboration from "patterns in the data, rather than collecting data to assess preconceived 

models, hypotheses, or theories" (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 7). Although the literature 

review on collaboration for this study did provide for content validity in the focus group 

interview questions, the open-ended nature of the questions permitted the participants to 

describe what was meaningfbl and salient to them without being "pigeonholed" (Patton, 

1990, p. 46) into standardized categories. Furthermore in keeping with the strategy of 

inductive design I did not provide the participants with any kind of universal or researcher 

definition of collaboration. In fact because I was interested in building an interpretation 

based upon the details that emerged in the data rather than presupposing in advance what 

the important dimensions would be (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 1990), it was not 

necessary or desirable for the participants either to work from or to hold to the same 

definition of collaboration in order to illuminate the topic. In sum, I did not want to 



control or manipulate my research and saw my investigative challenge as an inductive 

one. 

However, because it was important for participants to have something to say about 

the topic, several design elements of my study provided the context for participants to feel 

comfortable and confident in discussing the topic in their own terms. A purposeful 

sampling technique (Patton, 1990) ensured that all participants had experience with the 

topic. (This will be explained Wher  under sample.) As well in the introduction to the 

first interview (Appendix C) I reassured the participants of their expertise and 

background with respect to the topic and their possible contribution to the discussion 

based or their personal experiences and understandings. As Marshall and Rossman 

(1 995) explained, the most important aspect of the interviewer's approach concerns 

conveying an attitude of acceptance that the participant's information is valuable and 

useful. Finally the wording of my questions was a crucial consideration in ensuring that I 

gathered information that was helpful to my study (Merriam, 1988). In particular I tried 

to construct the questions so that they were open-ended and presupposed (Patton, 1990) 

that the people being interviewed had something to say about the topic. For example my 

opening question for the first interview that asked participants "to think back to a 

personal experience with collaboration and describe that experience to us" presupposed 

that collaboration had occurred. I asked directly for description rather than asking for an 

affirmation of the existence of the phenomenon in question. According to Patton (1990) 

by presupposing that the person being interviewed does indeed have something to say, the 

quality of the description may be enhanced. Participants had no difficulty in relying on 

and explaining their own understandings of collaboration. 



Similarly Riordon (1996) studied collaboration amongst high school teachers by 

"tapping practitioner wisdom" (p. 40). Riordon explained that "teachers who collaborate 

are arguably the experts on their collaboration" (p. 41). 

Qualitative researchers do operate within theoretical frameworks because as 

Taylor and Bogdan (1 998) have cautioned "pure induction is impossible" @. 8). Indeed 

the definition of collaboration used in this study, derived from reputable empirical 

studies, provides a fiamework for understanding collaboration and also preserves the 

benefits of rich descriptive accounts of participant perspectives of collaboration. 

Definitions, especially those related to collaboration, will be modified during the process 

of the study based upon the data that emerges. The conceptualization of the phenomenon 

under study is understood to be an iterative process. Taylor and Bogdan's (1988) advice 

"to make sure the theory fits the data and not vice versa" @. 8) was my ultimate goal in 

maintaining the inductive design of a qualitative methodologist. 

Naturalistic 

Because I was studying participant perspectives on collaboration as a facet of their 

lived experience and personal lives, I understood my focus group interview project to be a 

naturalistic study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Although Marshall and Rossman (1 995) 

described studying participants in a natural, real-life atmosphere (neither experimental 

nor the strain and artificiality of a one-on-one interview) as an advantage to focus group 

methodology, Morgan (1997) argued that the researcher's efforts to create and direct the 

groups makes them less natural than participant observation methods. Although 

attempting to interact with participants in a natural and an obtrusive manner I was unable 

to "blend into the woodwork" (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 8) as a participant observer, 



but I did model the interviews after a normal conversation rather then a formal question- 

and-answer pattern. Furthermore my inductive, discovery-oriented approach fits the 

description of naturalistic inquiry in that unlike experimental research in which, ideally, 

the investigator attempts to completely control conditions of the study, (Patton, 1990) I 

was open to whatever emerged in the words of the participants, my prime source of data 

(Lofland & Lofland, 1995). 

Phenomenological 

My qualitative approach was a phenomenological attempt to understand 

collaboration based upon participants' experience of the phenomenon and the resultant 

meaning that they constructed of the event as result of that experience. The 

phenomenologist attempts to see things fiom other people's points of view (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). To accomplish this I relied on description - what participants said and 

the multiple realities of their stories - as evidence of how meaning was constructed by 

them. The participants' description formed the content of the focus group interviews and 

became the main research data. As a qualitative researcher concerned about the accuracy 

of my data collection, I used a tape recorder to audio-tape participants7 comments. My 

procedures are explained in the section on data collection. This "thick7' or "rich" 

description (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) was important because it had the potential to 

provide "depth, detail, and meaning at a personal level of experience" (Patton, 1990, p. 

18) which was appropriate given the purpose of my study-to document and analyze 

participant perspectives on collaboration. 



Dynamic 

My study incorporated a dynamic, developmental perspective in which the process 

of discovery helped to shape the research. This does not mean that I did not have ideas 

for design and general guiding questions in place when I began the research (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). Rather within the recursive, reiterative, and interactive nature of 

qualitative research I remained flexible, "anticipated the likelihood of the unanticipated 

and was prepared to go with the flow of change (Patton, 1996, p. 53). 

In summary, my research included the following underpinnings of qualitative 

research: openness through inductive analysis, real-world connections through naturalistic 

inquiry, contextual sensitivity of fieldwork and personal contact, and attention to dynamic 

processes. Patton (1990) termed these the basic theoretical perspectives themes of 

qualitative inquiry but also cautioned that "these are not absolute characteristics of 

qualitative inquiry, but rather strategic ideals that provide a direction and framework for 

developing specific designs and concrete data collection tactics" (p. 59). Thus while 

staying true to the strategies of qualitative inquiry, I recognized that in practice 

implementing naturalistic inquiry is always a matter of degree (Patton, 1990). In 

attempting to understand the real world, my approach involved moving back and forth 

between "induction and deduction, between experience and reflection on experience, and 

between greater degrees and lesser degrees of naturalistic inquiry" (Patton, 1999, p. 60). 

Design 

h terms of research design, my project is a self-contained focus group study. A 

focus group engages in "a careklly planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on 

a defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment" (Krueger, 1998, 



p. 30). The key distinguishing feature of a self-contained focus group is that the results of 

the research can stand on their own (Morgan, 1997). As Marshall and Rossman stated 

"when interviews are used as the sole way of gathering data.. .the subjective view is what 

matters. Studies making more objective assumptions wollld triangulate interview data 

with data gathered through other methods" (p. 81). However in studies such as this one 

in which focus groups serve as the primary means of gathering data, Morgan (1 997) 

cautioned that there must be "a careful matching of the goals of the research with the data 

that the focus group can produce to meet these goals" (p. 3). The goal of focus groups 

methodology is to find out as much as possible about participants' experience and 

feelings on a given topic (Morgan & Krueger, 1993). This goal then is in keeping with 

both the qualitative research approach that searches for a deeper understanding of 

participants' lived experiences of the phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 1995) and the 

purpose of this study which is to provide insight into stakeholder perspectives on 

collaboration. Therefore this study uses focus group methodology as a principal source of 

data or as a self-contained method. 

The attributes of focus group studies which are consistent with this study include: 

reporting a broad spectnun of respondents' perspectives rather than the in-depth and 

detailed opinions of any given participant - "a polyphonic account" (Frey & Fontana, 

1993, p. 26); the researcher as moderator or interviewer is familiar and comfortable with 

group processes and with communication theory and research which may enhance the 

management and interpretation of the research (Morgan, 1993); studying participants in a 

natural setting (Marshall & Rossman 1995); a socially oriented research design in which 



data derives from the individuals that make up the group and the dynamics of the group a 

whole. (Morgan, 1997). 

The choice of focus group methodology for this study is based on the need for 

fiiture research to consider collaboration as the primary focus of the study. A review of 

the literature on collaboration indicated that several studies have examined collaboration 

as an adjunct to, or process involved in, some other research topic. Focus group design 

allows the researcher to direct the topic to be studied and to select participants who best 

may respond to the research questions posed on the topic. The strength of relying on the 

researcher's focus is the ability to produce concentrated amounts of data on precisely the 

topic of interest. However this control may also be a disadvantage as mentioned earlier in 

that it means that focus groups are unnatural social settings (Morgan, 1997). In particular 

there is the concern that the researcher, in the name of maintaining the focus, will 

influence the groups' interactions. However it could be argued that the intrusion or 

presence of the researcher in any situation has an impact on the degree to which one 

might call the setting naturalistic (Morgan, 1997). The researcher's influence on the data 

is an issue in almost all qualitative research. Because of this I was constantly aware and 

reflective about how what I am can shape and enrich what I do (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 

As Patton (1990) advised, 'Yhe validity and reliability of qualitative data depend to a great 

extent on the methodological skill, sensitivity, and integrity of the researcher" (p. 1 1). 

Although the focus group interview was a suitable and viable approach to my 

study because of its potential to provide a level of data gathering and a perspective on the 

research problem not available through individual interviewing, I was aware of 

disadvantages or problems in the methodology. As Fontana and Frey (1 994) explained: 



The emerging group culture may interfere with individual expression, the 
group may be dominated by one person, the group format makes it 
difficuIt to research sensitive topics, "group think" is a possible outcome, 
and the requirement for interviewer skills are greater because of group 
dynamics. (p. 365) 

Morgan (1993, 1997, 1998) in his extensive use of, and theoretical writing about, 

focus group methodology as a form of qualitative research placed focus group interviews 

in an intermediary position between participant observation which typically occurs in 

groups and in-depth interviewing which usually occurs with individuals. Although 

Morgan (1 997) agreed that focus groups provide access to forms of data that are not 

obtained easily with either of the other two methods, he also cautioned about the 

importance of understanding the strengths and weaknesses of focus groups in comparison 

to other qualitative methods. 

According to Taylor and Bogdan (1 998) every research design has it strong points 

and drawbacks. As a researcher my awareness of the problems involved in focus group 

methodology enabled me to prepare for and respond to its limitations by taking account of 

them in my research. Later in this section I describe how 1 addressed some of the issues 

related to the dynamics of the group interviews. 

Finally I chose a focus group design for my study based upon my research interest 

and the belief that participants could actively and easily discuss my topic (Morgan, 1997). 

There were minimal risks to participants. Taylor and Bogdan (1998) advised that "group 

interviews seem most appropriate when the researcher has specific topics to explore and 

is not interested in private aspects of people's lives" (p. 115). Practical constraints faced 

by the researcher are also important to consider in choosing a research design (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). Because I conducted my research while working full time as a school 



based administrator I was unable to leave my position to work for an extended period of 

time in the field as a participant observer. Fortunately my research interest did not lend 

itself to that type of inquiry. Focus group design allowed me to make the most efficient 

use of my limited time and also to obtain the maximum amount of quality data. This does 

not mean that my focus group study was uniformly easier to accomplish than gathering 

the equivalent amount of data with individual interviews. Logistical problems that I 

encountered in the process are discussed in the data collection section. 

Site and Entry 

The study was conducted in a large school district in Western Canada. 

Participants were sought fiom a possible twenty elementary schools that are part of one of 

the decentralized, geographically designated learning communities in the district. As a 

school based administrator in one of the elementary schools, I did not seek participants 

from my own setting. However my connection to the learning community did facilitate 

entry as well as the identification of participants for the study. Of the 16 participants in 

the study, 13 were from 11 of the 20 elementary schools in the designated area with three 

participants from other geographical Iocations in the district. My experience reinforced 

Lofland and Lofland's (1995) suggestion that "gaining entry to a setting or getting 

permission to do an interview is greatly expedited if you have connections" (p. 37) 

proved to be accurate. It was not my intention to study a particular school setting or the 

learning community itself. Rather my association with the district provided me with a 

"way in" so that I could then seek information fiom that particular decentralized group of 

schools in order to conduct my research. According to Lofland and Lofland (1 995) "it 

seems quite natural for outside researchers to gain access to settings or persons through 



contacts they have already established" (p. 38). Because the theoretical interest driving 

this research was not linked specifically to a school or the district organization, I selected 

a conference area for the interviews in a "neutral" site that is part of the facility 

organization in the district. In choosing the location for the interviews I considered the 

needs of the participants and myself. From the researcher's point of view my primary 

concerns were the ability to hold a discussion and capture data. For the participants some 

of the main concerns related to convenience, comfort, and issues of confidentiality around 

their participation in the study. 

In this section I describe how I selected participants for the study - my sampling 

technique. Next details pertaining to the size of the sample are presented. Also included 

is a description of the procedures that I employed in the selection of participants. 

Participants were identified using a purposefbl sampling technique (Patton, 2990). 

"The purpose of purposeful sampling is to select information rich cases whose study will 

illuminate the questions under study" (Patton, 1990, p. 169). I employed this technique 

because it is essential in focus group methodology that the participants have experience 

with the researcher's topic and consequently are able to assist the researcher in addressing 

the research questions. Morgan and Krueger (1993) cautioned that a mismatch with the 

researcher's interest occurs most often when participants have too little involvement in 

the topic. Therefore because the sampling for focus groups typically involves bringing 

together people of similar backgrounds and experiences (Patton, 1990), the selection 

criteria for the study required that stakeholders (principals, assistanthice principals, 

teachers, and parents) had been involved in school improvement initiatives at their 



school. As defined in Chapter 1, school improvement includes such initiatives as site- 

based management, school councils, shared decision making, and teacher 

professionalism. Teacher professionalism has several different meanings in the literature 

including: a greater participation in decision making (Weiss, Cambone & Wyeth, 1992), 

development of a stronger knowledge base for teaching (Darling-Hamrnond, 1995; 

McLaughlin, 1997), and teacher-to-teacher collaboration (Hargreaves, 1994). However 

because student perspectives usually have not been included in the literature on school 

improvement (Corbett & Wilson, 1995; Levin, 1995; Ruddick, Day, & Wallace, 1997) 

due to lack of participation in decision making at the elementary school level, students 

were not included in this study. Although the concern with voice has considerable 

significance for the role that students should play in school reform (Corbett & Wilson, 

1995; Townsend, 1994), their involvement would not have fit within the design criteria 

for this study. 

Accordingly, all school based administrators as key stakeholders in the school 

improvement planning process that is mandated in this district were potential participants 

in the study. Also, because all schools in the district are required to have a school 

council, I was able to draw from the "pool" of school council chairpersons in the area in 

order to recruit parent involvement in the study. As well, I sought the assistance of 

administrators (principals and assistant principals) in identifying teachers who might be 

candidates for participation. Building a pool of informants in this way is called snowball 

or chain sampling (Patton, 1990; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) and essentially involves getting 

to know some informants and having them introduce you to others. "By asking a number 

of people who else to talk with, the snowball gets bigger and bigger as you accumulate 



new information-rich cases" (Patton, 1990, p. 76). Knowing the organizational structure, 

key personnel, and general culture of the school district in which the participants worked 

and lived saved time and helped with my organization and understanding of the study. 

Sample Size 

Sixteen participants were considered adequate for the study (four individuals in 

each role), allowing for four focus groups each consisting of four members. The 

following three considerations guided the sample size. First, the criteria that I used to 

select participants were expected to ensure that the participants had sufficient experience 

with collaboration to be able to provide the necessary data. As Morgan (1997) mentioned 

"the amount that each participant has to contribute to a group is a major factor in 

decisions about group size" @. 42). 

Second, although Patton (1990) suggested groups of five to eight people for focus 

groups interviews, Morgan (1997) indicated that small groups work best when the 

participants are likely to be both interested in the topic and respectful of each other. 

Further I was interested in obtaining a clear sense of each participant's reaction to the 

topic and a smaller group would give each participant more time to talk. Finally given 

the amount of qualitative data that would be generated from the focus group interviews - 

a typical two hour session yields an average of 40-50 transcript pages (Knodel, 1993), I 

decided that more than sixteen participants would make data analysis too cumbersome. 

Selection of Participants 

When my study received ethical approval from the university and the school 

district, I began to think about how I would recruit participants for the research. I 

understood that setting up effective contact and recruitment procedures requires a careful 



planning effort and considerable foresight (Morgan, 1998). Working within a limited 

timeline, I hoped to conduct the research over a period of four months fkom March 

through June, 2000. 

My first meeting with potential participants occurred in early March when I was 

given the opportunity to speak to principals in the area at their monthly meeting. At this 

time I briefly described the research and what involvement in the study might mean for 

them. I left them with a participation sheet (Appendix A) which would enable me to 

follow up this initial contact with them with individual phone calls and more information 

about the study. I hoped that some principals would leave the information with me at the 

end of the meeting or would forward it to me over the next week. Although I did not 

receive any participation sheets at the end of the meeting, one principal expressed a 

willingness to participate, and signed the Consent for Participation forms immediately. 

During the next week I sent an introductory letter to the school chairpersons in 

each of the 20 elementary schools in the area (Appendix B) hoping to recruit parental 

involvement in this way. In the letter, 1 indicated that I would like to follow-up the next 

week with a call to talk more about the research. I felt that the introductory letter was a 

courteous way to approach people that I didn't know. Also it would give them some time 

to consider the possibility of participating and to think about questions they might want to 

ask. Throughout these initial contacts with possible informants, I followed Morgan's 

(1998) advice in trying to make the contacts personal and pleasant remembering that "it is 

the beginning of the person-to-person interaction that is at the heart of focus groups" (p. 

1 10). 



In the last week of March, I began to make telephone calls to principals, assistant 

principals, and teachers with the hope that a personal one-to-one conversation with them 

might encourage them to participate. I considered several factors in deciding who to call 

including the need for diversity in my sample (school size, experience, gender) as well as 

acquaintanceship. 

Acauaintanceshi~ As Morgan (1 997) indicated, the issue of acquaintanceship is 

unavoidable when conducting focus group interviews in organizations. Acquaintanceship 

relates to the extent that I previously knew or was acquainted with participants before the 

study and whether they in turn knew each other. As a long time employee of the school 

district and an assistant principal in one of the schools in the designated community from 

which I recruited participants, I was acquainted with all of the principals, assistant 

principals and teachers in the study. However my personal association with all of them is 

best described by the word acquaintance which means "a person one knows slightly" 

(Oxford Reference Dictionary, 1988). I had never worked with any of them as a 

colleague in the same setting; we had not worked together on committees; nor were any 

of us close personal friends. However it could be speculated that their desire to be a part 

of this research project was in part due to our acquaintance because I tried "to use andlor 

build upon preexisting relations of trust to remove barriers to entrance" (Lofland & 

Lofland, 1995, p. 38). For example my membership in the assistant principal group 

within the community may have resulted in those administrators being particularly 

interested and curious about the project resulting in their willingness to be involved. 

Building and developing the trust between the respondents and myself was a central tenet 

to my inquiry. Accordingly I attempted to maintain a professional distance during the 



interviews by not conducting myself any differently with participants that I knew and 

those with whom I was not acquainted. I had never met any of the parents before the 

study. In terms of participants, I did not sense more than a casual acquaintance between 

several based upon introductions and conversations that took place before and after the 

interviews. Therefore although there was an element of familiarity, there was not a 

closeness or sense of knowing each other well that in turn might have affected how 

people acted or what they said around each other (Taylor & Bogdan, 1.998). Also the 

composition of the focus groups was limited to having only one participant from a 

particular school in any focus group. This allowed participants to discuss the topic 

comfortably and maintain confidentiality. 

Contact Script When I contacted the potential participants it was usefbl for me to 

know what 1 would say, and to have thought through various questions that I might 

encounter. I felt it also was important for everyone to receive a consistent amount of 

information. In order to ensure uniformity in how the study was explained I prepared and 

followed a contact script (Morgan, 1998) which contained key information that I wanted 

to share with each person (Appendix C). I found that some individuals tried to engage me 

in conversation about the topic. Rather than trying to discuss the topic over the telephone 

and to ensure that they all "started from the same place" (Morgan, 1998, p. 97) 1 gave 

everyone the message that they had experience and a point of view that was important to 

the research project. Both in the preliminary contact and in the follow-up letter 

confirming their participation (Appendix D), I tried to convey a sense that the research 

would be interesting and worthwhile. 



My recruitment resulted in 14 participants (two principals, three teachers, four 

assistant principals and five parents) from one community in the district, and three 

participants (two principals, and one teacher) from other areas. Although I had originally 

intended to have only four participants in each role, I was most pleased with the response 

fiom parents to the research. There were eight parents who expressed interest in the 

study, but the logistics of scheduling made it possible for only five to be involved. I 

remained flexible to having the voice of an additional parent in one of the focus groups. 

Unfortunately one of the assistant principals was unable to participate in the study and 

therefore the total sample remained at my original projection of 16. Specific information 

about the participants has been included in Chapter 4. 

As mentioned earlier, because the intent of my study was not to study a specific 

setting, I was open to recruiting participants fiom the district at large. Although "my 

home community" gave me entry and a place to start, the snowball sampling process of 

asking people I had already recruited for the names of other potential participants 

(Morgan, 1998) was a successful technique both within the community and at a larger 

district level. 

The Role of the Researcher 

Because the researcher is the instnunent in qualitative inquiry (Patton, 1990), 

there is agreement in the literature that the relationship and rapport that develop between 

participants and researcher is of prime importance not only to the quality of the data but 

to the effect of the process on the participants (Morgan, 1998; Stainback & Stainback, 

1988; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Because I was concerned about the meaningfulness of 

the data and of the study to participants, I was aware that every contact that I had with 



participants fiom the beginning - whether it was by letter, telephone, or face-to-face - 

was instmental in building the relationship with them (Morgan, 1998). In my 

interactions with participants before and during the interviews I followed some of the 

behavioural suggestions offered by experienced researchers such as Morgan (1998) and 

Stainback and Stainback (1 988). For example, I built support with participants by 

taIking informally with them before and after the interviews. Following Krueger's (1998) 

suggestion, I used "purposefil small talk" (p. 20) which avoided the focused issue and 

instead concentrated on common human experiences such as the weather, children, and 

sports. I searched for points of commonality in our experiences in order to establish 

relationships by building on common ground between us. Because I expected that there 

might be some apprehension on the part of the participants, my goal was to put them at 

ease and establish rapport in the short time that I had available. 

Krueger (1 998) noted that talented moderators are truly interested in people and 

that it is the responsibility of the moderator to learn from the wisdom of others. Similarly 

Patton (1990) stated that to be a good interviewer you must like doing it. Patton further 

explained that "this means taking an interest in what people have to say. You must 

yourself believe that the thoughts and experiences of the people being interviewed are 

worth knowing" @. 357). With this mind-set and approach I adopted the role of 

interested learner (Lofland & Lofland, 1995): "Since you are seeking to learn, it makes 

sense to act accordingly; the know-it-all or expert is not likely to be taught" (p. 40). The 

learner's perspective encouraged me to reflect on all aspects of research procedures and 

establishing a particular type of interaction with participants. Accordingly, I presented 

myself to participants as a peer who was anxious to learn from them with no intent to 



evaluate their experiences or opinions. Although I presented as a learner, my 

organization for the interviews and the guide that I followed accommodated Lofland and 

Lofland's (1995) caution "that you do need to appear competent" (p. 40). 

The Moderator 

The role of the moderator has received much attention by researchers who have 

conducted and written about focus group methodology (Frey & Fontana, 1994; Morgan & 

Krueger, 1993; Krueger 1998; Morgan, 1997; 1998). In fact, Frey and Fontana (1994) 

described the role as one of the problems or disadvantages of focus group interviews. 

"The purpose of interviewing is to find out what is in and on someone's mind" (Patton, 

1990, p. 278). To accomplish this goal in focus groups the researcher assumes the role of 

moderator rather than interviewer. The title of moderator highlights this role's 

orientation toward helping out someone else's discussion (Morgan, 1999). While 

facilitating the group discussion the researcher also must keep the talk focused on the 

research topic. The moderator must strive to create an open and permissive atmosphere 

in which each person feels free to share his or her point of view (Morgan & Krueger, 

1993) but also must be sensitive to group dynamics (Frey & Fontana, 1994). Because of 

the skills, experience, communication competency, and style of facilitating group 

interaction required by moderators of focus groups, Fontana and Frey (1994) have gone 

so far as to say that only a few researchers will have the sensitivity to group processes that 

will make them eligible to conduct group interviews since social scientists are not 

routinely "trained" in interviewing in their graduate school experiences. (p. 33) 

Although I am not an expert in communication theory and group skills my 

personal background has included graduate study in communication theory and practice 



as well as interviewing. As well my background in the implementation of inservice and 

the facilitation of the group process in professional development activities at the 

university, school, and district levels provided considerable experience that I was able to 

bring to my role in this study. 

I was also aware that as a researcher my own experiences were potentially both a 

"resource" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) and a biasing influence in my study. Researcher 

bias is selection of data that fit the researcher's existing theory or preconceptions, and 

selection of data that "stand out" to the researcher (Maxwell, 1996). The best way to deal 

with this is to explain biases and how you will deal with them. My preconceptions had 

been formed on the basis of reading of the literature on collaboration, the pilot test of a 

focus group interview, and reflections on over 20 years of teaching and administrative 

experience. Although I had completed an extensive review of the literature on 

collaboration, I did not enter into the research with an a priori theory of collaboration. 

First, I understood that by the very nature of qualitative research, such theory could not be 

predetermined. It is impossible to know ahead of time what is going to be found. The 

categories of description I discovered came fiom the sample of participants I interviewed 

and were determined by the data acquired fiom them. Second, the literature on 

collaboration has suffered fi-om a lack of conceptual clarity (Little, 1990). My interest 

was to come to understand collaboration based on how participants experienced the 

phenomenon. The participants' understandings, not the researcher's prior theories, 

informed the findings of this study although it is granted that these understandings are 

still filtered and interpreted by the researcher (Merriam, 1988). It is undeniable that there 

are certain underlying assumptions that have provided me with a perspective on my work. 



As a result my field notes include my continual reflections about how my "self' might be 

shaping my research and what I do. Techniques for ensuring that the findings reflected 

the participants' understandings are detailed later in this chapter in the section that 

examines the strategies employed for ensuring the trustworthiness of the study. 

Finally in my role as researcher I considered how my influence on the setting or 

individuals studied might affect the quality of the data - called reactivity (Patton, 1990, p. 

473). Morgan (1997) cautioned that there is a concern that the moderator in attempting to 

maintain the interview's focus will influence the interactions. Although I took great care 

not to lead the participants towards certain statements or conclusions, I chose the topics 

for discussion and somewhat directed the course of the interview. A standard set of 

questions (Appendix B) guided me through the interview sessions; however the questions 

were designed to be open-ended allowing me to probe for in-depth information. In fact 

because I was careful not to let the questions supersede what the participants had to say, I 

did not always ask all of the prepared questions. Analysis of the transcripts shows that, as 

is often the case in focus group interviews, participants frequently "took ownership of the 

interview" by sharing and comparing their ideas and experiences. As a result as Madriz 

(2000) argued the multi-vocality of the participants limits the control of the moderator 

who in fact has less power over a group than over a single individual. My questions often 

resulted in participants responding to each other, providing agreement and disagreement, 

asking questions of each other and then giving answers. Madriz (2000) described the 

"vertical interaction" or interaction between the moderator and the interviewees, and the 

"horizontal interaction" among the group participants which heightens the opportunity for 

participants to decide the direction and content of the discussion @. 80). Patton (1990) 



wryly suggested that concerns about reactivity might be related to a slight touch of self- 

importance on the part of the researcher! I believe that my approach as a learner in the 

interview situation, the acknowledgment of participants' knowledge and my positioning 

of them "as experts," and the rapport established were instrumental in minimizing my 

influence or reactivity in the interviews and were key to eliciting high quality data. 

Data Collection 

In this section I present an overview of the data gathering techniques. I begin with 

a description of the pilot test of a focus group interview and questions. Next I describe 

the structure, composition, scheduling, and other logistical issues related to the focus 

group interview. Then I discuss information pertaining to the conduct of the interviews 

and other researcher process details. Finally I describe the manner in which I gathered 

additional data in form of field notes during the course of the research. 

Pilot Test 

I developed my questions for the focus group interviews (Appendix D) using the 

Specific Research Questions listed in Chapter 1 as a guide. The interview questions 

became a translation of my research objectives into language that was direct, forthright, 

comfortable, and simple (Krueger, 1998) so that participants would be encouraged and 

motivated to share their experiences and perspectives. To ensue that I was constructing 

questions that would be clear and understandable to all participants (Patton, 1990) 1 

conducted a pilot test of the questions using a resource group of several knowledgeable 

observers who were familiar to me and with the topic (Frey & Fontana, 1993; Krueger, 

1998). The pilot test group consisted of several colleagues, acquaintances, and family 

members who met with me, listened to the questions, gave their answers, and finally gave 



me feedback on the questions. My pilot test then was conducted with people who met the 

specifications for being in the focus group (Krueger, 1998). It was the opportunity to 

simulate a focus group interview and to clarify the questions. The resource group was 

used to pretest questions from the interview guide for readability, comprehension, 

wording, and response variation (Frey & Fontana, 1993). Adjustments and comments 

made by individuals in the pilot test setting were helpful in assessing the efficacy of my 

questions. Members of my candidacy committee also offered helpfil suggestions 

regarding questions to ask as well as the phrasing of questions. The use of an interview 

guide and the opportunity to pretest questions added to the flow of the focus group 

discussions and strengthened the framework of the research design. 

Composition of Interview Groups 

The 16 participants included four individuals in each role - teacher, parents, 

principals, and assistant principals. Unfortunately one assistant principal was unable to 

participate because of sudden illness on the day of the interview. However an additional 

parent expressed an interest in the study that raised the parent group number to five, and 

maintained the total participant sample at sixteen. Although I recruited participants based 

on the role that they had in their school several individuals occupied more than one role 

in their lives and therefore may have responded from a dual perspective in the study. For 

example several teachers and administrators were also parents. In fact a commonality of 

experience resulted in participants having both a sense of comfort and an increased level 

of understanding with each other. 

All participants were involved in two focus group interviews resulting in a total of 

eight interviews for the study. The number of groups in the project is the primary 



determinant of how much data the research produces. As a self-contained focus group 

study I conducted approximately 16 hours of taped interviews (each interview took about 

two hours) and generated approximately 5 00 pages of transcribed conversation. Morgan 

(1997) argued that an advantage of focus group interviews is their relative efficiency in 

comparison to individual interviews at least in terms of gathering equivalent amounts of 

data @. 13). Similarly Patton described focus group methodology as a "highly efficient 

qualitative data collection technique" (p. 335). It should be noted however that although 

focus groups are an efficient method to gain a concentrated insight into participants' 

thinking on a topic, the notion that they are a "quick and cheap" technique is a myth 

(Morgan & Krueger, 1993). As Morgan (1997) maintained, when pursued as a self- 

contained research technique, focus groups demand the same attention to detail as any 

other means of data collection. 

I considered eight focus group interviews to be adequate for the study for three 

reasons. First, because I used a purposeful sampling technique in the study, I considered 

that my targeted number of groups would enable me to provide trustworthy answers to the 

research questions (Morgan, 1997). Second, I was interested in the perspectives of four 

stakeholder groups who met first in homogeneous groupings that segmented participants 

by role description. For their second interview the participants were regrouped into a 

cross-role or mixed representation with a parent, teacher, principal, and assistant principal 

in each of the four groups. I hoped that the progression fiom matched to mixed groups 

would uncover statements and perspectives that would enrich description of the topic 

(Morgan, 1997). FinaIly in terms of Marshall and Rossmans' (1 994) caution regarding 

the "do-ability" (p. 6) of a study, an increase in the total number of focus group 



interviews in this study would have raised concerns over not only additional efforts in 

recruitment and data collection but also management and analysis of the data. 

As mentioned the first round of four focus group interviews involved stakeholders 

in homogeneous groupings that segmented participants by role description. Morgan 

defined segmentation as "the decision to control the group composition to match carefully 

chosen categories of participants" (p. 35). Morgan (1998) fkther explained that 

decisions reached based on segmentation ideally will match the decisions made with 

regard to homogeneity and compatibility. In sum the intent of segmenting participants by 

role for the first interview was to ensure that participants had something to say about the 

topic and that they felt comfortable saying it to each other. Therefore in the research 

design the separation of participants into segments was made with the key assumption 

that experiences related to one's role would correspond to different perspectives on the 

topic. In the subsequent analysis of the data the use of a group-by-group question grid 

enabled me to make a systematic comparison of the groups across the multiple segments. 

Furthermore for participants who may have entered into the study with a certain 

uneasiness or trepidation I hoped that the first interview in the company of others who 

occupied the same role would provide them with a sense of comfort and trust in the 

process. Several factors also influenced the number of focus groups in the first set of 

interviews including the number of groups required to achieve saturation - the point at 

which additional data collection no longer generates new understanding (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). Morgan (1997) explained that projects generally consist of three to five 

groups because more groups seldom provide meaninghl new insights. 



Participants' second interview took place about one month later and was in a 

mixed grouping. Several factors influenced the composition of the mixed groups 

including gender, school setting and size, experience and tenure, key informant status 

based on the first interview, and availability. Two slight changes occurred in the 

composition of the mixed focus groups. In one group the interview took place with only 

three participants - principal, teacher, and parent. The assistant principal had who was 

scheduled to participate in the group had to attend to an emergency hospital situation with 

a staff member. After waiting approximately 20 minutes past the scheduled start of the 

interview I proceeded somewhat cautiously with the interview. My concern was that the 

loss of one group member would have a negative impact on the group dynamics. 

However, the interview proceeded well thanks to a group of three highly involved 

participants. The second slight difference in the representation of stakeholder roles in one 

interview was the inclusion of two parents in one of the mixed interview groups. 

However this group did have a fill complement of all of the roIes because the teacher in 

the group was also a vice principal. 

Although as Morgan (1997) pointed out "it is possible to plan in advance changes 

in the research design such as a switch from an initial set of homogeneous groups to a 

subsequent set of mixed groups" (p. 68), the actual content and questions for the second 

set of interviews were contingent on what was learned through an ongoing encounter with 

the data. Such changes over time are inherent in any qualitative design that emphasizes 

emergence (Morgan, 1997). Furthermore, the rationale for moving fiom matched to 

mixed groupings was to gather fiuther data that would enrich the topic. Specifically I 

wanted to understand how different perspectives operate in the same setting. To achieve 



this goal my first step involved conducting separate focus group interviews within each of 

the relevant categories. This data had the capacity to reveal understandings of the way 

that participants from various categories or roles both overlap and diverge in their 

experiences and perspectives on collaboration. However data from the first set of 

interviews did not provide understanding about the dynamics of the interaction between 

categories or roles. Tapping into the interaction between categories required a further set 

of mixed groups. Morgan (1997) described the potential of the design of studies such as 

this one to provide meaningful data. According to Morgan, a progression from matched 

groups to mixed groups has the potential to uncover statements that participants might 

make in homogeneous groups but not in mixed company. Alternatively, new statements 

could appear in mixed discussion that would not come up among those who all share the 

same perspective. In either situation, the resulting data could provide valuable 

illumination of the topic. (p. 68) 

Scheduling and other Logistics 

Data collection took place over a period of four months from March 2000 to June 

2000. This timeline was consistent with Morgan's (1997) experience when he suggested 

that depending on the number of the groups, the availability of the participants, and the 

kind of analysis intended for the transcripts, one could count on a study taking between 

three and six months. 

To begin with recruitment of participants was quite time-consuming. There was a 

necessary interval of time between initial contact with potential participants (either by 

letter, telephone, or face-to-face) and follow-up contact regarding their interest and 

possible participation. This gave participants an opportunity to think about the study, 



digest the information, and consider whether they wanted to be involved. Generally my 

follow-up contact was made through a telephone call. It was often impossible to reach 

teachers and administrators who are difficult to contact by telephone during their working 

hours. Once I had an initial agreement to participate from individuals I sent a thank you 

letter (Appendix E) to them for being part of the study and also sent them the Consent for 

Participation in Research (Appendix F) forms to read and to sign. In the case of parents, I 

enclosed the Consent for Participation in Research forms with my introductory letter and 

several parents agreed to participate and returned the forms to me immediately. Other 

parents, as mentioned previously, decided to participate after speaking to me personally 

on the telephone about the study. 

Another crucial planning issue was seIecting a convenient time and scheduling the 

interviews. There was a time interval of one month between the first and second round of 

interviews that allowed for transcription, analysis of data, planning of content for the 

second interviews, as well as scheduling of the second set of interviews. As Morgan and 

Krueger (1993) cautioned, I now had participants who were quite willing to discuss the 

topic at hand but bringing the individuals together to do so posed many obstacles (p. 12). 

In contemplating what might conflict with the focus group the most obvious issues were 

work and family. Based upon feedback fkom participants I decided that late afternoon and 

early evening was the most suitable time for the interviews. I asked participants to 

commit to a 4:30-6:00 p.m. time slot although most interviews ran closer to two hours. 

The most expedient way to find appropriate dates that would suit the four people in each 

group was to try and coordinate individual schedules. Therefore I faxed a letter 

(Appendix H) to participants that included a calendar for the month of the interview and 



asked them to mark the dates that they were not available. I then used this information to 

schedule the interviews and contacted participants to give them the date for their 

interview. My final contact with participants before the actual interview was a reminder 

call the day before their interview. All participants, given their busy lives, seemed to 

appreciate the reminder. My contact served to reinforce that their contribution was 

important and that an agreement to participate was a cornniitment on their part (Morgan, 

1998). As well, my continuous contact with participants (both written and verbal) 

maintained the participants' interest in the study, and also allowed us to continue to get to 

know each other and build a positive rapport. In the process of scheduling the interviews 

there were many obstacles along the way such as last minute changes, maintaining 

diversity in groups while considering availability, and frequent telephone calls. 

Fortunately in this study, none of these obstacles proved to be insurmountable. 

The logistics of planning the interviews included selection of a site. As described 

earlier, the interviews took place in a bbneutral" conference area that is part of the facility 

organization for the district. This involved booking rooms in the facility that would be 

comfortable for the participants and where it would be possible to record the session. The 

principle means of capturing observations in a focus group is through audio taping. 

Therefore ensuring the quality of the recorded data is crucial. I loaned my equipment 

which included a high quality tape recorder and a pressure zone microphone (PZM) fiorn 

the communications media at the University of Calgary. In working through the 

university I also was able to obtain expert advice from individuals with technical 

experience who went over the recording setup with me. The PZM microphone was 

particularly usefil in the study because it is omni directional and highly sensitive. As a 



result the tapes provided a crisp sound quality, an important factor in capturing all of the 

data. 

Interviews 

Experience gained during the pilot test, personal experience, and theoretical 

background in communication theory along with consultation of several tests that 

examine the use of interviews in qualitative research (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Krueger, 

1998; Memam, 1988; Morgan, 1997, 1998; Patton, 1990; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) 

informed the content and conduct of the focus group interviews. The interviews followed 

a semi-structured fonnat using an interview guide that focused on specific themes and 

included suggested questions with pre-planned probes under each major issue (Appendix 

G). In interview guides, a series of probes are often connected to a specific question in 

order to remind the interviewer to probe for items that might not be mentioned 

spontaneously (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). However not every question had a pre- 

determined probe allowing for many on-the-spot probes used spontaneously in order to 

amplify or clariQ an account. 

Interview Guide The interview guide is especially usehl in conducting group 

interviews because it keeps the interactions focused while allowing individual 

perspectives to emerge (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Morgan, 1997). In this study the guide 

helped in focusing the group on the research questions as well as in making comparisons 

across groups in the analysis phase of the research. The concept of guide emphasizes that 

the researcher's questions should help channel the discussion without the moderator 

controlling, dominating, or forcing the group into a predetermined mold. "An effective 

guide can produce a discussion that manages itself, whereas an ineffective guide can 



produce problems that no amount of moderating can fix" (Morgan, 1997, p. 48). 

Moreover, although the interview questions were prepared in advance and somewhat 

structured so that comparable data could be collected fi-om each group, in keeping with 

the tenets of qualitative research they also were designed to be open-ended and flexible to 

allow the kind of discussion that would produce rich and relevant data (Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998). The effectiveness of the questions was monitored through my field observations, 

participant feedback after the interviews, and my initial analysis of the data after each 

interview. The necessity to be clear and precise in phrasing questions was evident when I 

read the transcriptions of the first set of interviews. Consequently I made adjustments in 

the wording of several questions and continued to focus on clarity in my questioning. 

Interview Phases Following the same procedures in the conduct of each focus group 

interview was an important consideration in ensuring that there was consistency in data 

collection. Greenbaurn's (1988) division of the focus group session into phases provided 

me with a usefbl fi-arnework to follow, but also allowed me to remain flexible to respond 

to the individual dynamics of each group. 

Presession arrangements invoIved making sure the facility was ready by arranging 

the room, assembling and testing the equipment, and organizing the refreshments. I 

usually arrived 60 minutes before the start of the session to allow sufficient time to 

accomplish the tasks as well as to prepare myself mentally for the hard work and 

challenge of moderating the focus group interview. Krueger (1998) described the mental 

and emotional discipline required of the moderator not only in guiding a discussion but at 

the same time being involved in the complex process of generating and analyzing data. 



The introductory phase of the focus group process begins when the participants 

walk into the room and continues into the first few minutes of the focus group interview 

(Greenbaum, 1988). Because participants arrived at different times, purposeful small talk 

maintained the warm and friendly environment until the interview could begin. The 

casual, relaxed, and informal talk helped to put participants at ease (Krueger, 1998) and 

established rapport amongst group members and with the researcher. As well when 

participants arrived, I made them name tags using their middle names as an alias. 

Participants understood through their informed consent for participation in the research 

that confidentiality would be honored through the use of an alias in the interview. I 

purposely did not introduce people using their real names because I wanted participants to 

know and be comfortable with each other using their alias. I realized how effective this 

procedure was in maintaining confidentiality when, at the time of the second interview, 

one of the participants told the story of meeting another participant at the grocery store, 

remembering her only by her alias! Krueger (1998) maintained that the first few moments 

in a focus group discussion are critical and that much of the success of the group 

interview is related to what happens in the two to four minute introduction. According to 

Krueger (1 995) although differences between groups should be expected, "the moderator 

should introduce the group discussion in a consistent manner" (p. 21). Therefore, I 

prepared a brief introduction (Appendix C) that included welcome and purpose, topic, 

procedures, and moderator's role, and read it in the first few minutes of each of the 

interviews in the first round. The next step in the introductory phase described by 

Greenbaum (1 998) as the "warm-up" and by Krueger (1998) as the "ice breaker allowed 

the participants to talk and tell something about themselves such as their role, information 



about their school, what they do, etc." According to Krueger (1 998) after the participant 

has once said something, it becomes easier to speak again. Also, the warm-up question 

underscores the common characteristics of the participant, and demonstrates that they all 

have a basis for sharing information on the topic, 

The next phase of the focus group is the specific topic discussion. I approached 

this stage of the interview with the assumption that in qualitative interviewing "the 

perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit" (Patton, 

1990, p. 278) and with the understanding that the quality of the information or data 

obtained was largely dependant on me as the moderator (Patton, 1990). Issues such as 

interview strategies and skills, context, wording and sequencing of questions, 

relationship, trust and rapport between researcher and participants, and the tone and flow 

of the interview were all critical factors in the interview process. Because the 

communication process in group settings may be subject to probIems that pose threats to 

the validity of the data, (Albrecht, Johnson & Walther, 1993) it was important to be aware 

of and use appropriate strategies to deal with participant behaviours such as compliance, 

identification, group think, and internalization (Albrecht et al., 1993; Frey & Fontana, 

1994). 

Compliance and Identification Compliance and identification are both behaviours 

in which an individua19s response is influenced by what he or she thinks another person 

wants to hear. Specifically compliance is the act of responding in ways one believes is 

expected by the questioner (Albrecht et al., 1 993). Similarly in identification a 

participant might assume the position held by another individual - often someone that is 

admired. The other person could be another individual in the group (a situation that 



results from interpersonal attraction between group members) or it could signal the desire 

to affiliate with the moderator. As mentioned earlier I adopted the role of interested 

learner in the study. Because I did not present as an expert or share my feelings or 

opinions in the interview, I attempted to give participants the message that there was no 

wrong or right answer. Because one of the dangers of the group discussion is that people 

may feel pressured to agree with others I emphasized in my introduction (cover story) as 

well as through my behavior during the interview that it was acceptable and in fact 

desirable for them to disagree on issues (Madriz, 2000). In adopting a stance of neutrality 

(Albrecht et al., 1993; Patton, 1990) with regard to the phenomenon I was accepting and 

nonjudgrnental of the responses from participants - both verbally and nonverbally making 

sure that a head nod or a comment did not imply judgments about the quality of the 

comment. As well, to avoid influencing participants in their comments I understood that 

it was critical to use open-ended questions that avoided leading the response in any 

direction. Leading questions are the opposite of neutral questions in that they give the 

participants "hints" about what might be a desirable or appropriate kind of answer. 

Group Think Various researchers (Frey & Fontana, 1994; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) have 

cautioned about the "group think" (Janis, 1972) condition that may arise in focus groups 

in which participants' desire for cohesion takes away fkom individual, critical discussion 

and examination of the topic. Albrecht et al. (1993) however suggested that the group 

think process is probably less frequent in ad hoc focus groups than in ongoing problem- 

solving groups in which group solidarity forces have had time to congeal (p. 56). 

Conformity was not an issue in the study for several reasons. First, in explaining the 

purpose of the research to participants both at the recruitment stage and in the formal 



introduction to the first interview, I was clear that the goal of the study was to find out as 

much as possible about participants' experiences and feelings on collaboration. The 

study did not involve such conformity-producing goals as making decisions or reaching 

consensus (Morgan & Krueger, 1993). Rather the objective was to gather high-quality 

data in a social context where people could consider their own views in the context of the 

views of others (Patton, 1990). Furthermore I reinforced the goals of the study by 

continually asking participants to describe personal experiences. Once a participant had 

described an experience or activity, I probed further for interpretations, opinions, and 

feelings based on that experience. Therefore participant feelings and opinions were 

grounded in relation to their own experience (Patton, 1990). With this approach there 

was no pressure toward conformity that might have limited discussion. As well, the time, 

effort, and attention given to building rapport with participants throughout the entire 

research process helped to create on open and permissive atmosphere in which each 

person felt fiee to share his or her point of view. My experience was consistent with that 

of Morgan and Krueger (1993) who stated: "When participants see that the researchers 

are genuinely interested in leaming as much as possible about their experiences and 

feelings, then conformity is seldom a problem" @. 8). In fact participants described their 

sense of comfort after the interview, and their comments concerning how quickly time 

passed confirm their engagement in the process. Another interesting phenomenon that 

occurred at the end of several interviews was that participants did not leave immediately. 

Krueger (1995) recognized and referred to the phenomenon as a "nice problem" (p. 32) 

that indicates that participants have perhaps bonded with others, learned from others, and 

may want to discuss the topic or some other area of concern in greater detail. 



Disclosure A key issue in the dynamics of focus group methodology is how to 

facilitate the disclosure of internalized opinions. Internalization is related to the report of 

opinions that are deeply engrained and personal (Albrecht et al., 1993). The disclosure of 

intense personal experiences and the resultant feelings and attitudes are more difficult to 

realize in a group situation. The extent to which participants feel comfortable talking 

about such issues depends on the level of trust and rapport in the group. Commenting on 

how and when participants might divulge deeply held personal experiences in focus 

groups, Marshall and Rossman (1995) advised that "the trick is to promote the participant 

disclosure through the creation of a permissive environment"@. 84). While I have 

described the behaviours that were instrumental in maintaining a neutral stance to the 

content of what was said in the group, I also needed to demonstrate empathy or 

understanding of the "stance, position, feelings, experiences, and worldview of others" 

(Patton, 1990, p. 56). Empathy, then, communicates interest in and caring about people 

and rapport is built on the ability to convey empathy (Patton, 1990). Throughout the 

course of the interviews I used the technique of active listening to demonstrate my 

interest in what participants had to say. Golernan (1998) claimed that "a finely tuned ear 

is at the heart of empathy" (p. 140). To show participants that I was listening well I 

asked clarifyrng questions, probed their responses, restated in my own words what I had 

heard to ensure understanding, and made connections between comments made by a 

participant at various points in the interview. A questioning technique described by 

Patton (1990) proved useful in encouraging participants to share deeply held experiences 

by providing a context for their response through a role-play. The context provided cues 

about the level at which a response was expected. For example, in a question posed to 



Mary, a principal, I described a situation and then asked her how she would respond. 

Moderator: 

Let me give you a situation, Mary. Let's say there was a decision that was 
made collaboratively in the school, for example, we canceIled an event 
that has always taken place in the school. So you have a couple of parents 
who come up to you and say "Why was this decision approved?" You 
indicate that it was a collaborative decision, but the parent says to you: 
"But, you're the principal, you have the decision making power in the 
school." How would you respond to that? 

The role playing question in this format put Mary in the role of expert and the moderator 

in the position of novice. Casting myself as a learner correspondingly cast the respondent 

as a teacher. According to Glesne and Peshkin (1992) being put in the role of expert 

enhances the participant's satisfaction resulting in greater rapport and openness to sharing 

personal experiences. As a result, Mary was most anxious to share expertise and 

experience with the novice. In this study, participants did share emotional and difficult 

personal stories with the group. Their willingness to be open despite the intensity of 

some of the personal experiences is captured in a comment made by Jean as she was 

telling her story: "This is really personal because you probably know who I am talking 

about so this is hard for me to do this but I'll do it." As Krueger (1988) advised, to 

illuminate the topic "the moderator establishes a climate for communication, and 

participants develop a rapport based on trust and confidence (p. 6). Without this trust, the 

questions just aren't as effective. 

The final stage or section of the focus group is the close, which is intended to send 

people away with a positive feeling about the focus group process in which they 

participated. The close took only a few minutes but is an important part of the group 



session because it affords the opportunity to thank participants, indicate how much their 

participation is valued, and set the tone for the next interview. The postgroup reflection 

was a time for me to record observations about the interview in my field book and listen 

to the tape of the interview. This period of time after each interview was a critical time of 

reflection and elaboration. As Patton (1990) expressed, it is a time for guaranteeing the 

quality of the data. 

Transcription 

Transcription of the audio tapes of the interviews was carried out by a typist, 

formerly employed by the university, with considerable experience in transcription. 

Because the raw data of the interviews are quotations, I decided the most desirable data to 

obtain would be a verbatim transcription of the interviews. My interviewing technique 

that combined a conversational approach within the open-ended questions of an interview 

guide, along with the sharing and comparing of ideas and experiences among participants, 

added to the complexity of the transcription process. As is typical of natural conversation 

among people, sentences began and then were interrupted by new sentences, structure 

was imperfect, and grammar was sometimes non-existent. Therefore, f i l l  transcription 

was time-consuming (each tape took the transcriber approximately 8 !4 hours) and costly 

but well worth the effort since fill transcription was extremely useful in data analysis. 

Furthermore, when I received the transcripts back, I went over all of them once again with 

the tapes, filling in the name of the person speaking when it was missing, and also 

attempting to capture words or phrases that the transcriber had missed. Although 

participants were urged to speak clearly and not too quickly and equipment was top- 

notch, individual patterns of speaking, accents, etc., sometimes made it difficult to 



understand individual words or phrases. Participant checking of the transcripts also 

clarified several unintelligible or wrongly transcribed phrases. 

Field Notes 

Because my research was a self-contained focus group study, my field notes 

became an important supplementay data source to the transcriptions of the interviews. 

The field notes I took after each interview were observations about the interview itself 

including what and how things were said, how participants reacted to the interview, 

observations about my role, and any additional information that would help to establish a 

context for interpreting and making sense out of the interview. In the course of gathering 

data, ideas about possible analysis also occurred. I recorded my thoughts, feelings, 

impressions, speculations, reactions, biases, and strategies for continuing the research in 

my field notes. These ideas constituted the beginning of analysis. I tried to capture and 

keep track of analytical insights in my field notes but also was careful not to allow initial 

interpretations to distort additional data collection (Patton, 1990). The field notes proved 

useful as they allowed me to follow the development and refinement of themes 

throughout the research. 

The Ouality of the Inquiry 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1 985), ensuring the trustworthiness of research 

needs to be of prime concern to researchers. In qualitative studies, the criteria of 

credibility (internal validity), generalizability (external validity), dependability, and 

confirmability have been used to evaluate the trustworthiness or quality of the project 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall and Rossman, (1995). Because understanding is the 

primary rationale for investigation in qualitative research, the guidelines for determining 



the trustworthiness of a study are different than those used in quantitative, positivist 

research in which the goal is to discover a law or test a hypothesis (Lincoln & Guba, 

1 98 5; Merriam, 1 98 8). Qualitative researchers emphasize the meaningfulness or validity 

of their studies while quantitative researchers emphasize reliability and replicability in 

research (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

CredibiIit~ 

Patton (1 990) stated that the credibility of an inquiry depends on rigorous 

techniques and methods for gathering high-quality data that are carefilly analyzed; the 

credibility of the researcher based on education, training, experience, status, and 

presentation of self; and a philosophical belief on the part of the researcher in qualitative 

methodology that grounds the study. I employed a variety of strategies to ensure 

credibility and lend internal validity to the study. I kept accurate and detailed records. 

Patton (1990) argued that qualitative researches have an obligation to describe their 

analytical procedures and that these processes must be documented as fully and truthfully 

as possible (p.372). In this regard I was intentionally conscious throughout my study of 

the need to collect my data and follow through with my analysis in a carehl and 

systematic manner. The rich description of my research process as presented in this 

chapter hopefully follows Miles and Hubeman's (1 985) recommendation that a 

"transparency" of method is the best way for qualitative researches to address issues of 

reliability and validity. I secured informed consent by having participants sign the 

appropriate forms (Appendix A). As well, the choice of participants was very significant 

for the content of the study. The use of well-informed subjects added to the credibility of 

my research. In addition 1 returned interview transcripts and analyses to participants to 



check for accuracy as well as giving participants the authority to veto any data that they 

felt might cause them harm or misrepresent their understandings. The letter to the 

participants following the second interview (Appendix I) shows how the member 

checking process was presented to participants. Several corrections were made to the 

transcripts on the basis of the feedback received fiom the participants. Taylor and 

Bogdan (1998) suggested that "it strengthens the researcher's relationships with 

informants and the quality of the study to have informants review draft manuscripts" (p. 

97). As described under the data collection section, I was aware of and used appropriate 

strategies to deal with participant behaviours in the focus group interviews (compliance, 

identification, group think, and internalization) that could have threatened the validity of 

the study. Finally I kept field notes in the form of a research journal that described the 

details of my study and included my personal responses to the research process. 

Merriarn (1 998) also suggested that internal validity or the accuracy of the 

information and whether it matches reality is dependent on the ability and the accuracy 

with which the researcher represents participant perspectives of the phenomenon. As 

previously mentioned Patton (1990) agreed that validity or credibility "hinges to a great 

extent on the skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing field work" (p. 14). To 

this end then it is important that the researcher know his or her own educational 

development which is evidenced by the way the icquiry is conducted. I feel that the 

format of my research study reflects my understanding of human interaction and 

communication, adult learning, school development, and leadership based upon my 

extensive experience as a teacher and administrator in schools, university instructor, and 

professional development planner and facilitator. However at this point it is important to 



repeat that my role as a learner remained constant throughout the research process. 

Therefore, although my own knowledge and experiences allowed me to make sense of 

what I was hearing from participants, I also made every effort not to filter participant 

responses through my own lens of what I thought or wanted to hear. 

Generalizabilitv 

External validity assesses the degree to which the research findings are 

generalizable to other situations. There is agreement among researchers (Krueger, 1998; 

Patton, 1990; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) that qualitative methods are best suited to 

developing understandings that apply to a specified group of people at a particular time 

and are not well-suited to reaching generalizations about the larger population. However 

this does not mean that findings of the particular cannot be generalized. The primary 

strategy used in this project to ensure external validity is the provision of rich, detailed 

description (Cresswell & Miller, 2000). Based on the description and contextual 

information provided in my study, it is the reader of the study who will make decisions 

about the applicability of the findings to other settings or similar contexts. Anyone 

interested in transferability will have a solid framework for comparison (Meniam, 1 988). 

Furthermore, because the focus group approach inherently involves conducting a number 

of interviews, it is possible to assess the validity of the data by comparing statements 

within and, more importantly, across interviews. Morgan (1 999) used the term "group-to- 

group validation" (p. 63) to refer to similarities in responses to the topic across groups. 

Knodel ( I  993) recognized that this advantage in assessing reliability is an important 

difference between the focus group approach and other qualitative research strategies (p. 



50). This advantage allowed me to generalize in my findings and may allow others to 

generalize beyond my study. 

Dependability 

Like the issue of generalizability the uniqueness of the study within a specific 

context mitigates against replicating it exactly in another situation. However as Cresswell 

(1 994) indicated statements about the researcher's position, assumptions, selection of 

informants, biases, and values enhance the chances that the study might be replicated in 

another setting. By providing such detailed information with respect to methodology and 

analysis protocols I hope that as Merriarn (1 998) stated: "rather than demanding that 

outsiders get the same results, one wishes outsiders to concur that, given the data 

collected, the results make sense - they are consistent and dependable" (p. 172). 

Confinnability 

Confirmability describes the extent to which others who review the research 

results can confirm the characteristics of the data. An audit trail of records greatly 

establishes the likelihood of such confirmability by allowing others to inspect the 

researcher's procedures. As well as keeping an audit trail, I have maintained thorough 

field notes that record each design decision and the rationale behind it. At1 collected data 

are being kept in a well-organized, retrievable form in a locked place in my filing cabinet 

and in appropriate secure files on my computer. This thesis will serve as the final 

synthesis of the process, product, and protocol of the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

It is important to note that ethics approval was requested and received from the 

university and the employing school jurisdiction. The approval was sought using the 



official methods agreed upon between this university and the school district involved. 

The participants were all volunteers who were recruited because of their experiences with 

and involvement in the topic of collaboration. 

In this study all participants were filly informed of the expectations for their 

involvement - the number of interviews and the approximate time each would take, their 

right to withdraw from the study at any time, and their right to veto any data that they had 

supplied. This information along with a description of the study and of how their 

anonymity would be honored was provided in the form of a Letter of Consent (Appendix 

A). All participants signed and returned the letter. No one withdrew from the study and 

all were extremely cooperative. A copy of the letter was given to them for their own 

records. 

The ethics approval process and Letter of Consent provided a framework within 

which participants could respond comfortably, accurately, and honestly to my questions. 

It was important for me to demonstrate explicitly that my goal as researcher was neither 

moral judgment nor immediate reform but understanding (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). I 

did this by describing my role and what my actions would be as moderator in the 

introduction to the first interview (Appendix C). Therefore although I was empathetic in 

my stance toward participants, I remained neutral or nonj udgmental about what 

participants said during the interview (Patton, 1990). As a result participants appeared to 

share openly and willingly their personal experiences and deeply held opinions and 

beliefs. 

I am confident that developing a positive relationship, along with ethical 

considerations and guarantees of anonymity allowed me greater access to personally held 



critical stories and information rich data. One unique ethical issue in focus groups is the 

fact that what participants tell the researcher is inherently shared with other group 

members as well. This raises serious invasion of privacy concerns and limits the kinds of 

topics that can be pursued in focus groups. It is important to note that the topic of this 

study did not require participants to share private and intimate details about their lives 

and therefore was an appropriate choice for focus group methodology. 

Because participants included educators, the code of ethics for the academic 

professional association also guided the discussion. I continually reinforced that 

discussion should include the removal of "identifiers" or any other potential threats to 

confidentiality. Adherence to the ethical code did not present barriers to objective and 

critical discussion of the topic - in fact it helped both myself and participants to focus on 

the generalizable patterns and commonalities emerging in the discussion and to avoid 

being deflected into telling or hearing "juicy" human interest stories (Lofland & Lofland, 

1995). 

Finally I was conscious of the importance of basic courtesies in dealing with the 

participants. I frequently acknowledged their generosity in sharing their time and 

understandings during the study as well as formally at the end of the study when thank 

you cards were sent to each participant. I was pleasantly surprised to receive several 

thank you cards fkom participants who appreciated, enjoyed, and learned from their 

involvement in the research. In terms of reciprocity I received the words of gratitude 

fiom respondents as an indication that they were pleased with the opportunity for 

personal expression and reflection that the research interviews afforded (Glesne & 

Peshkin, 1992). 



Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure, and meaning to the mass 

of collected data (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Although I consulted and proceeded with 

the task of data analysis based on the recommendations of Bogdan and Biklen (1998), 

Glesne and Peshkin (1992), Marshall and Rossman (1995)' Merriam (1988), Morgan 

(1 997), and Patton (1 990) I understood that there is no single way to achieve the analysis 

of qualitative data (Lofland & Lofland, 1995; Patton, 1990). However, although I needed 

to find my own process, I also realized that as a qualitative researcher I had the obligation 

to describe the analytical process that I employed and to record my procedures in a 

complete manner (Patton, 1990). Presented below is a description of the steps that I took 

to make sense of the data and to present the findings in a way that reveals their 

significance and importance. 

Stages of Analvsis 

The initial stage of my analysis of the participants' understanding of their 

collaborative experiences began while data were being collected. The completion of each 

interview provided me with the opportunity to organize, reflect, speculate, and try to 

discover what the data had to tell me. At this stage, I wrote memos to myself, developed 

analytic files, and applied rudimentary coding schemes in order to leam &om and manage 

the information I was collecting. Furthermore the results of this early data analysis 

became important in the planning of subsequent data collection as I shaped and focused 

the interview questions and content. In addition the initial review of focus group 

discussion and my field notes directed me in my continuing exploration of literature 



relevant to my study. In an ongoing way my reading supported both the emergent nature 

of the study and my interpretation and analysis of the data. 

The next stage of my inquiry involved "working at" analysis (Lofland & Lofland, 

1995) in an attempt to organize and process the data. After the final interviews were 

transcribed and participants had validated the transcripts I followed the advice of several 

authors (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Merriarn, 1988) and read through all the data three 

times in order to become familiar with the data "in intimate ways" (Marshall & Rossman, 

1995). During the reading process I concentrated on noting patterns, regularities, and 

topics that became the beginnings of possible coding categories. As well, as a part of 

data organization, I performed minor editing and cleanup of field notes to make them 

manageable and retrievable. 

Categorization and Codinn of the Data 

I began the categorization phase of data analysis by placing each of the interview 

questions under one of the primary research questions posed at the outset of the study 

(Appendix B). Using the strategy of cross-case analysis and the technique of "cutting and 

pasting" (Patton, 1990) I categorized responses from individuals and different stakeholder 

groups under each of the interview questions. In this study the use of an interview guide 

ensured that each group discussion covered more or less the same topics although the 

relevant data was not found in the same place in each interview. The interview guide 

served as a descriptive analytical framework for analysis (Patton, 1990, p. 336). 

Therefore, the research design of this study that included the interview guide and 

segmentation of groups by role had an influence on my subsequent analysis of the data in 

that it provided me with the basic structure for my coding scheme. Furthermore because 



a central tenet of focus group methodology is to present "a polyphonic account of 

findings" (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 26) rather than an in-depth description of any given 

participant, I was interested in discovering the larger issues and themes that represented a 

broad spectrum of respondents' perspectives that emerged from across all of the focus 

group interviews. 

From the initial categories of response I then developed codes for what I perceived 

to be "chunks7' of the data. These chunks or "units" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) of my data 

consisted of participants' comments and included a phrase, several sentences, a short 

paragraph, and indirect observations. As I continued to work with the data, my initial or 

rudimentary coding scheme became more specific and focused as I coded the contents of 

each major code unit, thereby breaking down the major code into numerous subcodes. 

Eventually I was able to place similar pieces together into data units that formed a 

meaningfil sequence that contributed to the findings chapters of this dissertation. 

Throughout this stage of analysis, I attempted to gain a deeper understanding of 

participants' collaborative experiences and to refine my interpretations continually as my 

coding process evolved. In so doing the process of data analysis was a partly mechanical, 

but mostly interpretive undertaking (Glesne & Peshkin, 1995; Taylor & Bogdan, 2 998). 

Data Displav As mentioned previously I used the hands-on technique of cutting and 

pasting to sort and classify my data under appropriate interview questions. In my initial 

coding, I used each interview question (which also fit under one of the specific research 

questions posed in the study) as a heading and posted it at the top of a sheet of 18" by 14" 

paper. Using 26 separate sheets of paper, I sorted all of the data into appropriate 

categories based on the interview questions. For each data set decisions were made 



concerning the content of the data and category or question to which it applied. I attached 

each data category to the paper with two-sided tape which enabled me to arrange and re- 

arrange, label, and re-label data as I progressed in my analysis. As a result of this 

procedure, I developed a series of complete documents, each particular to a question or 

topic. In a fully visual way I could examine together all units of data particular to a 

theme. As well I was able to place related questions beside each other to look for overlap 

and recurrence in responses and to check the extent to which the data and findings were 

consistent. In sorting, displaying, and analyzing my data in this manner I not only was 

able to gain immediate visual access to all the data in a comparative way but also I gained 

a clear understanding of how participants as an entire group felt about a particular topic. 

That is not to say that the individual perspective of each participant was not important in 

this study. Rather the question that I asked myself as I worked with the data was: "What 

is the fit between different perspectives held by different people?" In looking for the fit 

my process of inductive analysis involved searching for patterns, themes, and categories 

that emerged from the data that would enable me to construct and communicate the 

essence of what the data revealed. In addition, to gain further focus and specificity in my 

analysis, I used colour coding to indicate the speaker's role (parent, principal, teacher, or 

assistant principal). In so doing I was able to analyze individual and group responses to 

each question. In reporting the findings I felt that in some cases it might be helpful to the 

reader to know whether the individuals in a particular role held a view that was consistent 

with or different from other participants in the study. Despite the potential of the 

computer to assist in coding and filing, I, like many fieldworkers, found that laying out 

my detailed codings on a large surface made it easier for me to pore over the coded data 



(Bogdan & Taylor, 1998). Therefore although I used my computer to store data, I 

discovered, as Lofland and Lofland (1 995) cautioned, that analysis inside a computer was 

too confining for me. Furthermore, by displaying my data in this holistic manner, 

connections and disjunctions became clear and I was able to focus on identifying issues 

and themes at a higher level of generality. In particular the issues discussed in Chapter 8 

are the outcomes of this final stage of thematic analysis. 

For many authors the process of data analysis is an interpretive undertaking 

(Glesne & Peshkin, 1998). According to Patton (1990), interpretation means going 

beyond the descriptive data and attaching significance to what was found, drawing 

conclusions, building linkages, attaching meaning, and imposing order. Furthermore 

Patton argued that the researcher who has lived with the data is the most suitable person 

to speculate about meaning and make conjectures about significance. Because my goal 

was to present the findings in a manner that clearly represents their significance I was 

aware that "endless description becomes its own muddle" (Patton, 1990, p. 430). 

Therefore I was careful about choices that I made to illustrate or develop a particular 

theme or concept. As a consequence, because I did not convey the entire stories told by 

participants, I perhaps have missed key points that might have added richness and depth 

to the text. However, the selection of data that identified and supported important 

patterns and trends has allowed a larger conceptual framework of collaboration to emerge 

(see Chapter 7). Finally, to help the reader, I followed Patton's (1990) advice and 

revisited the literature to help focus the study by including parenthetical remarks 

throughout the text about information that had been validated at the point at which the 

finding was presented. 



Writing the Findings 

The research questions posed at the beginning of this study became the topics 

explored in the interviews, served as a framework for coding and analysis, and provided a 

storyline for the writing of this dissertation. Because focus group methodology offers a 

way for researchers to listen to the plural voices of others, the presentation of findings in 

this dissertation also reflects the multivocal nature of the research. For example when I 

presented data related to a particular topic or theme, I tried to capture the spirit, energy, 

and dynamic that characterized participant discussion as they responded to each other: 

providing agreement and disagreement, asking questions and giving answers, and sharing 

and comparing their ideas and experiences. In scripting the conversation, I tried to 

intertwine quotations into the text of the findings seeking a balance between presentation 

of data and analytic discussion of it. I followed Patton's (1 990) recommendations that 

"an interesting and readable report provides sufficient description to allow the reader to 

understand the basis for an interpretation and sufficient interpretation to allow the reader 

to understand the description" (p. 430). 

Finally I was alert to the danger of generalizing about a group of people on the 

basis of what one or a few of them say or do (Bogdan & Taylor, 1998). In this vein I was 

careful to inform readers as to who said and did what by using qualifiers such as several 

participants, most individuals, or some people. Also, when I thought it might be helphl 

to the reader, I included and named the participant's role in relation to their comments. 

S urnrnarv 

In this chapter I first presented the design and methodology that shaped and 

guided this inquiry. Next I introduced the site selection and entry procedures as well the 



sampling technique for participant selection and recruitment. Then I detailed the methods 

used for data collection and analysis and outlined the researcher's role in the process. 

Finally, I presented the details of measures that I employed to improve the trustworthiness 

of the findings and to meet accepted ethical standards. In the next chapter I will present 

the findings of my inquiry into the nature of collaboration. 



Chapter 4 - The Nature of Collaboration 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings related to Specific Research 

Question 1 : "What is the nature of collaboration?" The question focused on participant 

perspectives on the content of collaboration. Three questions are subsumed under this 

Question: (a) "How has the collaborative relationship developed?" (b) "How do 

stakeholders collaborate?" and (c) "What is the content of collaboration?" In turn these 

three questions guided the formation of the questions for the interviews. The interview 

questions were phrased in a manner that was clear and comprehensible allowing 

participants to respond based on their own experiences. I understood that it was my 

responsibility to make it clear to participants what was being asked (Patton, 1990). For 

example, for sub-question (a) "How has the collaborative relationship developed?" I 

asked such questions as: (1) "What brought you together?" (2) "What is the driving force 

behind collaboration in schools?" and (3) "Describe a time that you felt uncomfortable in 

a collaborative situation" (Appendix B). When I formulated the interview questions, I 

was not completely cognizant of where each question fit into the grand scheme of things. 

However as I spent more time with the data it became clear to me that each question did 

indeed fit into one of the primary research questions posed at the onset of the project. 

The findings are presented under each sub-question and are inclusive of all of the 

interview questions and responses that are consistent in content with the particular sub- 

question. The chapter begins with general information about each of the participants. The 

information presented here was gathered from the interview transcripts. 



Description of Participants 

The 16 participants in the study are all stakeholders (parents, principals, assistant 

principals, and teachers) fiom 14 elementary schools in a large public school system in 

western Canada. Specifically 14 participants (2 principals, 3 teachers, 4 assistant 

principals and 5 parents) were fiom 1 1 schools located in one decentralized area of the 

district, and 3 participants (2 principals and 1 teacher) were from 3 schools in different 

areas of the district. The study included 12 females and 4 males, with both genders 

represented in each of the roles. The gender balance in the study is consistent with the 

demographic representation in elementary schools. 

Assistant Principals 

Lynne 

Lynne has been in her current work setting for one year. She was newly appointed to this 

French immersion school. The medium-sized school has a staff of approximately 20 

teachers. Due to an emergency situation in her school on the day of the second interview 

Lynne was unable to participate in the mixed group interview. 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth is assistant principal at a medium-sized school that has been designated "high 

needs" by the system. Along with administrative responsibilities Elizabeth has a teaching 

assignment. Although newly appointed to the school Elizabeth is an experienced 

administrator. 



Lee 

Lee is an assistant principal in a school located in a very upper middle class location. 

Although the school is large Lee has teaching responsibilities in addition to his 

administrative role. Parental input and involvement in Lee's school is high. 

Parents 

Laura 

Laura is a stay-at-home mother with three children in grades eight, five, and kindergarten. 

She is chair of her elementary school council. The school is small with a student 

population of between 170 and 190 children. 

Margaret 

Margaret has been a volunteer at her school for the past nine years. During that time she 

has served on the school council in various capacities including volunteer coordinator, 

vice chair, and chairperson. The school has a small population of approximately 155 

students. 

Dorothy 

Dorothy has two children - a son in grade four and a daughter in junior high. She is very 

actively involved in both schools, serving as chair of the school council in the elementary 

school and vice chair at the junior high. Dorothy says that she does not currently work 

outside the home so she has the time to do that. 

Keny 

Kerry is a stay-at-home father, the prime care giver for two young sons. His two children 

attend different elementary schools and he is the chair for the school council in one of the 



schools. Kerry's oldest son completed his education in system schools some years ago. 

Kerry's school has a population of approximately 250 students. 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth has served in various roles on the school council as well as volunteering in the 

classroom. Elizabeth, like other parents in the group, is currently not working outside the 

home. However she does bring past experiences in the corporate world to her role as 

chair of the school council. Her children all attend this larger elementary school. 

Principals 

Marly 

Marly is an experienced administrator who is currently principal of a small school. 

Marly's school has a diverse student population with students coming from all over the 

city and even outside the city. The school has a staff of about 12 with lots of support in 

the way of assistants. 

Ken 

Ken also is an experienced principal. His school is a smaller, older one. It is a bus 

receiver school for a nearby community as well as serving the students from the 

community in which the school is located. Both of the communities represented in the 

school are "very solid." The children are described as motivated and there to work. 

Mary 

Mary has been a principal for two years but has considerabIe experience in other 

administrative positions. She is currently in a small school with a fairly diverse 

community. Over half of the students come from outside the community so before and 

after schoolcare is very much a part of this community. 



Ann has considerable experience as a principal in several different schools. She is 

presently principal of a mid-size school which offers several specialty programs. Ann 

balances the role of principal with a teaching assignment in the school. 

Teachers 

Adele 

Adele is a full-time teacher in her school but she divides her time between the classroom 

and other responsibilities. She is part of a large staff and is very involved in decision 

making in the school. She has been at her school for several years. 

William 

William teaches in a large school with a staff of approximately 25. He teaches as part of 

a team which has changed in membership over the five years that he has been at school. 

William also has some administrative responsibilities at the school. 

Jean 

Jean teaches in a small school and has been part of team learning situations since she has 

been at the school. She has considerable experience and background in education 

including several different roles in her career, 

Susan 

Susan teaches in a large elementary school. Her classroom teaching includes 

administrative responsibilities. Most of the students in Susan's school are bused fiom 

other areas. 



Forming the Collaboration 

This section presents findings and discussion in relation to Subsidiary Research 

Question 1 (a) "How has the collaborative relationship developed?" Participants talked 

about experiences at the individual, organizational, system, and global level. In their 

collective stories the themes of goal, need, choice, and relationships emerged as 

conditions that foster collaboration. Alternatively participants expressed frustration over 

situations in which the expectation to collaborate came from others. Next each of the 

themes that appears to be bound to the discussion and capacity to collaborate is examined 

from the multi-perspective viewpoint of participants in the study. 

Participants identified many compelling factors for entering into collaborative 

relationships including being a team player, creating something together, involvement 

with and learning from others, commitment, philosophy and work ethic, and mutual 

respect. Although the personal reasons varied all participants agreed that it is crucial that 

individuals participate in collaboration on a free and voluntary basis - because it is their 

choice. Mary, a principal in the group talked about her first feeling of success at 

collaboration: 

I'm thinking about a teaching experience where I worked in a true teaming 
situation. When I think back on that experience, it was a three teacher 
team and we were responsible for a large group of two classes, 50 
children, with an integrated special ed. group of children who were very 
much integrated. So we came together, having had one year at the school 
and then coming together as a choice, a request to work as a team. It 
wasn't something that we did because we had no other choice, it was truly 
a way to work together and build everyone's experiences. 



Mary later referred to that time as her "golden years of teaching." When asked if she 

thought that the particular collaborative experience was better for the children as well, she 

responded: "Yes, I will still run into parents of children fiom those times, the children are 

grown up now - I just think that some of the work we did, yes, I think we did really 

wonderful things with kids." 

Similarly, Jean described her experience of two separate team teaching situations 

in the same school. In the first, the teaching assignment was established by the 

administration and in the second Jean and her partner chose to work together: 

I wasn't in on the interview so I didn't know who I was getting - it's a 
chance situation. And it didn't work as well and so I worked at it all year 
but I felt ripped off? The next year the structure of the school changed and 
I wasn't technically team teaching at all - but this person in the classroom, 
we got along so well, that we found occasions to collaborate. So I think to 
me what made it work was that we wanted it to work and if you force it 
from somewhere else it's not as effective. 

As well, participants described shared decision making experiences at the school 

level that were mandated by administrators. Hargreaves (1994) noted that contrived 

collegiality may result when administration wish to control and regulate more than true 

collaboration might allow them to do. William spoke of administrators "deciding to play 

this collaborative game in which we spent all this time in these meetings, and found out 

that this person had an agenda." When asked why he thought the administration would 

call it collaboration, William responded: "Because that was the buzzword. That was the 

model that was being put out at the time." Adele's experiences as part of the professional 

development group in her school were similar: 

I was on the professional development committee and meeting with a 
group of people trylng to plan for the year for P.D. days. It seemed like we 
came up with a lot of interesting ideas and the principal kept saying '"well 



but, maybe we should do this, and well but, no that's not really what we 
should be doing" and pretty much the whole year was what she wanted us 
to do. She basically took charge of the whole group and then made all the 
decisions. We had to keep going back and forth to meetings to keep 
planning and this was quite difficult knowing that they weren't really 
collaborative decisions. I felt like I was wasting my time. TotalIy, I feel 
don't put us through all the stages of collaboration, you really have a 
hidden agenda. 

As in the experiences of William and Adele, when working together is imposed on 

individuals, the result is a collaboration that is superficial in nature; compulsory, not 

voluntary; pre-determined and fixed in time and space; and predictable in its outcomes 

(Hargreaves, 1994). As explained by a parent, Elizabeth, "I don't think collaboration for 

collaboration's sake really works." When probed as to why anybody would want to be 

engaged in collaboration for collaboration's sake, Elizabeth replied "because this guide or 

management tells them that they should collaborate." 

Although principals in the study admitted that in terms of school improvement 

they are the ones who often are asking somebody to collaborate, they also felt, as Ann 

expressed, "the frustration over expectations around collaboration that don't fit with 

conditions that we sometimes find ourselves in." The lack of control over involvement 

expressed by teachers at the school level then is repeated by principals at the system level. 

Principals Ken and Ann expressed a betrayal of the collaborative process in being asked 

to spend time discussing something and then suddenly having a decision made anyway. 

Ken stated: 

I often see what I call "clobberation" coming out of the system because 
they speak of it and expect it fi-om us and yet many things that happen at 
the next level up don't appear to have been true to the word as I think they 
really expect us to be. 



Participants experienced both types of situations - involvement in collaboration 

by choice, and participation that was prescribed by others. Successhl collaboration (as 

measured by the outcomes discussed in Chapter 7) was usually the result of collaboration 

that was voluntary while collaborative activity that was imposed by others often resulted 

in participants expressing feelings of frustration, betrayal, uselessness, cynicism, 

disappointment, pain, and anger. However collaboration continues to happen, albeit 

unsuccessfblly, because, as Susan mentioned, "it's professed we need to be a 

collaborative group" or as others have said "because it is expected of us, it's the model 

that is being put out, or the guide and management tells us to collaborate." Therefore the 

question of "the focus that is driving collaboration in schools" was raised by Mary in 

discussion and was later taken up in the second focus group interview. As an issue that 

appears to impact the essential voluntary nature of the process, it is relevant to examine 

participants' perspectives on "where this collaborative movement has come from" 

(Mary). 

Whv collaborate? The focus group interview question that asked participants to 

comment on the driving force behind collaboration provided them with a means to 

explore their views concerning the pervasive call for collaboration in schools and society. 

While several participants such as Laura and Ann called collaboration "a sign of the 

times," William expressed the general feeling of the group when he declared "it's 

everywhere. It's not just one part of your life or one part of your work, it's everywhere!" 

However although participants agreed that the "call to collaborate" is clear and strong, 

they felt that schools and society are at different stages of embracing and internalizing the 

concept. For example from the parents' point of view Elizabeth and Keny expressed the 



opinion that in their experience schools have a collaborative environment. Alternatively 

Susan, a teacher, said that "I'm not sure that all schools buy into the collaborative model. 

I'm not sure that that necessarily happens - it does in some schools, but in others they 

haven't bought in." The notion that we are in the midst of change, in trmsition, playing 

catch up to newer systems, and that society is not there yet was reinforced by parents, 

teachers, and administrators. 

A substantial amount of discussion concerning collaboration at the school level 

focused on collaboration as an extension of a larger understanding and appreciation of 

democracy or the democratic process. Phrases such as "fairness, equal voice, better 

society, involvement for everyone, democratic leadership, fi-eedom to be part of the 

group, and the common good" rang through strongly in the voices of all of the 

stakeholders as they talked about "the collaborative movement." As one parent, Laura, 

explained: 

In my mind, when we talk about collaboration fiom the parent's point of 
view and all the volunteers who work in the school, that work on the 
school council, basically to me it's a chance for everyone to have a voice 
in whatever is happening. So, to me, it's equating it to fairness. 

Also speaking fiom the parent's perspective, Kerry explained his appreciation that 

his voice had a forum in decision making in the school: "The ability to be able to have 

some input and know that there's somebody there listening and not just, you know, a 

perhnctory function, but that your input is valued and is used in making the decision is 

the most important part." As a teacher participating in the school improvement planning 

process in her school, Jean offered the following: " I like the way the planning now is 

done through the school improvement plan and I think it really is a very democratic 
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process. People's views are requested, required, and listened to, and so it feels 

authentic." 

Laura argued that the more people involved in the decision, the more likely it will 

be successfil. "If we've all had a say in it, then I think it works well, you get support 

behind the decision. I think the outcome is better and compliance is higher." Finally 

fiom the principals' perspective Mary summarized that "if you have input into a decision 

and you've worked through the decision making process, the decisions are made in a 

more democratic way." 

Although participants understood that a focus on dernocrative process is pushing 

collaboration to the forefront of organizational behaviour, they also agreed that changes 

in structure in both society and organizations are calling for working and being together 

in new ways. Lee explained that "what we've lived with is a patriarchal system and so 

we're unlearning some of the things that we thought were the right way to go about it." 

The authors of the book After Patriarchy use the word patriarchy to refer to the social 

organization of a culture into systems that are hierarchical and male dominated in terms 

of values and power (Cooey, Eakin, & McDaniel, 1992). Participants understood the 

meaning of the term as demonstrated by their further use of the words "autocratic, 

pyramidical, hierarchical, traditional, and the old boy's club" to describe structures in 

which top down management and decision making is the norm. As Jean expressed 

If you're used to the top down situation where you speak when you're 
spoken to and you know the solutions are going to come from above, and 
the ideas and everything, to then suddenly be given the freedom to be a 
part of the group where your voice counts - that's a very hard thing to 
learn and I'm not sure that everybody has learned it to the same extent. 



Jean's reference to decision making that comes from the top down is substantiated 

in the literature on the principalship which is grounded in the traditional view of the 

leader and is premised on the positional power of the principal in a hierarchical 

organization (Prestine, 1994). As a result of this positional authority and without 

involvement of other school members as multi-faceted contributors, the principal 

becomes the sole decision maker in school change efforts. Therefore participants in this 

study relate the same frustrations with "top-down" reform initiatives that have been 

reported by other educators (Darling-Hammond, 1993; Fullan, 1993). Ken, speaking 

from his experience as a principal used different language to describe the structural 

changes that compel us to collaborate: 

The pyramidical structures as opposed to the flat structure. It's one thing 
to be somebody in that pyramid who does what you're told, and probably 
does a very good job of it, it's another thing to work along side somebody 
and know your ideas may be the ones that go forward, may be the other 
person's ideas, but you all had input. So it depends on the organizational 
structure and is the organization really designed for collaboration. 

Charles Handy's (1 990, 1 996) writing offers considerable insight on how dramatic 

changes are transforming business, education, and the nature of work. In particular 

Handy's theory of twin hierarchies, namely status hierarchy and task hierarchy, 

demonstrates the principle of interdependence in the work group. The concept is helpful 

in understanding how the flatter organizational structure described by Ken might 

function. Clearly in every organizational structure there exists a status hierarchy in which 

some people are justifiably senior to others because of their knowledge, experience and 

proven abilities. Traditionally the most senior person in the hierarchy - or the person of 

highest status - leads the group on any task or decision. However according to Handy 



and participants in this study top-down decisions make no sense when the task requires a 

diversity of skills and talents to reach the best possible solution. Task groups or 

hierarchies then, are temporary alliances of expertise that need to make the best use of 

one another to get the job done - interdependence in practice (Handy, p. 54). Mary, 

reflecting on her role as a principal recognized that: 

We need all people to work together because sometimes I don't have all the 
answers. Maybe we're getting away from that one best answer to more of 
an open way of addressing concerns and really having faith that you're 
going to be able, with other people, to come to a creative solution. 

"Having faith" as Mary commented requires considerable self-confidence from 

those at the highest level in the status hierarchy if they are, on occasion, to work under the 

direction of "juniors" (Handy, p. 54). Similarly, other principals in the study confirmed 

the importance of "putting the trust back into the staff' and as Ann expressed, "being 

willing to go with some decisions that you are basing on the faith of your staff even 

though it may not be the decision that you would make yourself." 

According to Handy distinguishing between status and task hierarchies allows 

organizations to become flatter while acknowledging that status will always exist within 

an organization. Again participants in the study conceptually understood Handy's 

principle of twin hierarchies in their collaborative work. Keny's parental viewpoint 

reflects his understanding: 

Part of the collaborative process is influencing other people with your 
ideas or your experience - whether you're the principal, or the chair, or 
parents of a grade 1 person. 

Several participants felt that the push towards collaborative activities in schools is 

reflective of what is happening at a larger level in society. As Mary pondered, "Did more 



of this collaborative movement come fiom teachers isolated in one classroom or did it 

just come from the reality of what our life is outside of school, the real world." In fact, 

Lee saw collaboration as a way of working together in order to cope with "the pace of 

life, amount of information, changes in the home in which the father is no longer the head 

making all decisions, and the very busyness of  our lives." Lee's understanding of the 

reality of life in the 21 st century is descriptive of the complexity inherent in today's world 

and is the nature of the postmodern condition. The shift fkom modern to postmodern 

education reflects change in the family as well as in the guiding beliefs of the larger 

society. Building on Lee's description Elkind (1 997) also talked about "the 

metamorphosis of the modern nuclear family into the postmodem permeable family that 

includes "a variety of kinship patterns, including nuclear, two working parents, single 

parent, adoptive, and remarried families" (p. 36). Speaking fkom the dual perspective of 

parent and administrator Lee argued that "if you don't build in time in the family that 

you're going to sit down and talk, then you're not going to make collaborative decisions. 

You're each going to be going your own ways." Dorothy offered that as a parent "you 

want input from everyone involved as to where we're going to go, what we're going to 

do, and how we're going to do it." Collaboration then according to these participants is a 

way to deal with our complex and disjointed world because as Lee explained "there's just 

too much for one person to handle." His view is in accordance with Fullan (1 993) who 

suggested that "the ability to collaborate on both a small and large scale is becoming one 

of the core requisites of postmodern society" (p. 24). Within this macro- view of the 

where and the why of collaboration Laura's comment has particular significance: 



I think life is collaboration. When we talk about it as something we do in 
school, basically we have been doing it ever since we were in 
kindergarten. I mean seriously, life is, that's how we get things done. 

Adding yet another perspective to "the why of collaboration," participants 

discussed changes in education as " having a big impact on why we're doing 

collaboration" (Lee). Again although participants strongly voiced the importance of 

relevant and meaninghl learning and teaching, they also acknowledged that the mandate 

to work in new ways may come from administration. In this case when participation has 

not been voluntary, change in practice is often not sustained and individuals may revert 

back to old ways of doing things (Rosenholtz, 1989). As a result the outcomes of forced 

collaboration may be artificial (Hargreaves, 1994). Nevertheless participants were clear 

that traditional schooling and teacher-centered classroom instruction discourages 

interaction among students, and thereby hinders the development of independent thinking 

and problem solving. The collaborative nature of teaching and learning is reflected in 

Margaret's viewpoint: 

I see children in classrooms, they used to sit at a desk-the child was 
isolated, the teacher was isolated. But now they work in groups and it's a 
whole different way of expressing yourself and getting respect for 
somebody else's opinion earlier on in life and sharing. I think that with the 
sharing process, starting out in kindergarten and it continues to flourish, 
that we'll be a better society and we'll learn at a better rate. We'll be able 
to share and not just be isolated with our own ideas. 

These sentiments expressed so clearly by a parent and shared by other stakeholders in the 

group echo the recent literature written on the importance of understanding education in 

new ways that are appropriate to today's dynamic and complex world (Darling- 

Harnrnond, 1995; Mclaughlin, 1997). 



Finally participants agreed that the current emphasis on collaboration in the 

business world is a call for us to do the same in schools. In other words schools are 

following the example of the corporate world as we both search for new ways to structure 

our work. Adele noted that "anything business brings in, we fall into place after and try 

to stumble through it in our own way, often times with not enough training - the kind of 

training that's given in corporations." Adele's notion that schools are lagging behind 

business in the successfil implementation of collaboration is supported by Fullan (1999) 

who stated that "compared to businesses, school systems are mired in inertial 

bureaucracy" (p. 39). As both schools and business adapt to new forms of management 

and governance in the struggle for survival, collaboration becomes an integral component 

of working in different ways. As Ann indicated, "when you look at the workplace section 

of the newspaper it seems like they do a lot of articles on collaboration and coaching 

teams." Similarly according to Marly, parents who are in the business world say: " I'm 

really glad you're teaching the team approach and collaboration because that's what I'm 

facing now and I've never experienced doing that in my schooling and even now in the 

business world." In fact many parents recall the time in schools when collaboration was 

called cheating (Handy, 1990). 

In summary choice is one of the themes related to Subsidiary Question 1 (a) "How 

has the collaborative relationship developed?" I first discussed what choice in 

collaboration means to participants and the extent to which it is important in the 

development of the collaborative relationship. Next in the section entitled "Why 

Collaborate?" I explored participant perspectives on the collaborative movement that 

often have an impact on what participants described as the essential voluntary nature of 



collaboration. Participants identified a focus on the democratic process, changes in 

structure in schools and society, new understandings in teaching and learning, and the 

influence of the business world as conditions that are fueling and at times forcing them to 

collaborate. Next, I wilI introduce the other themes including goals, need and 

relationships that emerged in participant discussion about the conditions that foster 

collaboration. 

Goals 

Many participants agreed that having a common goal was instrumental in the 

formation of their collaborative relationship. Furthermore they indicated that in order to 

be successful, decision making and shared involvement must be strongly linked to clearly 

defined and shared goals and purposes. As Susan explained "I think it's very important 

for everybody to know the goal and to subscribe to the goal. That goal, right at the top, 

that's what we're all working toward." Jean agreed, "you have to have a reason. If the 

reason is sound, we want to collaborate for this purpose, for the good of the children or 

school to achieve French immersion - that's required. That makes it happen." Ann talked 

about "purpose, intention, what we're collaborating about. You know, that articulation of 

what we're doing and how the process will work." According to participants a common 

goal is what binds people together in their work and enables them to achieve positive 

outcomes. This view is in accordance with the theoretical writing of Little (1990) and 

Sergiovanni (1994) who indicated that the acceptance of common purpose or shared goals 

contributes to a sense of bonding among individuals that results in a mutual commitment 

to each other to achieve the goal. Ann's experience as a principal speaks to her 

commitment to shared purpose in the work in her school. " We deliver the work best 



when we're all believing in what we say and what we do." Handy (1996) further 

cautioned that if there isn't a common goal, people will put their own goals first. Indeed 

participants in this study described working together in situations in which another 

individual's "agenda" led to "fake collaboration" and resulted in outcomes that were 

superficial and not authentic. 

That said, participants did recognize that as Susan mentioned, "there is that 

common goal, but everybody brings to the table their own set of goals in which to achieve 

their particular piece of the puzzle." From the parent's perspective, Margaret's story of 

her collaborative experience in her school demonstrates how personal goals fit into the 

bigger picture of school purpose. 

A collaboration that came to mind first was when the whole school did a 
project. The school put on an opera and there was such ownership and 
pride fiom every child because they either did the set or lighting or were 
part of the cast or they even wrote the opera themselves. 
I was helping doing set design - working with the children. The best part 
was seeing how when we faltered and then with a little bit of help - "Oh 
look what you did, oh you really did well," patting the other children on 
the back, you could all see the work coming together. The energy in that 
school was unbelievable - not only did they learn a lot about stage and 
music, but they learned how to work together and how to work as a 
community together. 

In Margaret's story, everyone had a goal related to his or her piece of the puzzle in 

terms of the overall goal of putting on an opera. Elizabeth, sharing her administrative 

perspective, also used the metaphor of a puzzle to explain: "I am bringing a very small 

piece of the puzzle and I don't know how it will fit." However, through interaction with 

each other, each group member offers support and encouragement to everyone else which 

expands individual capacity and improves the group's effectiveness (Lick, 2000). 

Similarly when Jean described the experience of her staff coming together around a 



project, she also identified the existence of individual goals within the larger purpose or 

framework. "Each person had their own personal concem with what am I going to do and 

how am I going to do this. It was a huge group, and we had a plan, a dream in our head 

about what might be, and on the night, it is just amazing!" Therefore, although 

participant's individual goals may represent different perspectives, participant stories 

reflect the understanding that collaboration requires commitment to an overarching 

common goal that gives direction and guidance to the collaborative work. 

Claritv of Goals Participants also expressed concern over the clarity and language 

of goals. Explaining the importance of clarity, Ann asserted that: 

I think collaboration goes off the track because of lack of clarity around 
the goal. When you start getting a lot of opinions and they fragment the 
conversation, all these little bits and pieces, if you don't have something 
there to focus on, you can go off on these tangents. You have to be able to 
say we're making collaborative decisions around this right now. That's a 
good point, we'll jot it down but it doesn't fit with the parameters of this 
decision. 

Other participants affirmed this concern. As Susan suggested "the goal is written on a 

piece of paper that you keep in the middle of the table stating that this is why we're here." 

Most authors have agreed that in collaboration, goals should be mutually beneficial, 

compatible, articulated, and accepted by all participants (Cook & Friend, 1991 ; Elliot & 

Woloshyn, 1997: Welch & Sheridan, 1995). Moreover, although participants in this 

study also felt that some kind of vision, purpose, or goal must be clearly articulated and in 

place for appropriate or meaningful decisions and actions to occur, several participants 

expressed discomfort with the jargon used to describe their coming together in 

collaboration. Ln Mary's words: 



I go back to purpose, but I don't want it to be in this sort of motherhood 
statement of purpose, because it's more immediate purpose, a natural part 
of your daily living. 

Consequently, participants not only discussed goals but they also focused on the notion of 

need in their search for understanding of their collaborative relationships. 

Need 

When participants used the word need to explain how their collaborative 

relationships developed, they placed need in a very real or natural context in their lives 

and work. For example Ken, reflecting on successfil collaborative teaching experiences 

in his career, remarked: "It seemed very natural. It wasn't something that anybody sort of 

says - you know, now we're going to sit down and collaborate. You just did it." 

Ken's experience fits with his assertion that "collaboration is situational" and with Ann's 

belief that: 

In schools, in classrooms, you have to have room for things to happen, to 
generate. So to sit down at the beginning of the year and say, we're all 
going to collaboratively look at this - I don't know how authentic that is. 
The best examples of co1laboration are when someone has an idea or 
situation happens and we're going to do something about this. 

According to participants, need appears to be internally grounded within the disposition 

of an individual and is directly related to the context in which the individual is situated. 

Collaboration in this case is a response to the felt and expressed needs of the individuals 

in a particular situation. The idea that need is internally driven makes it very personal 

and context specific. For example Adele commented that in a recent collaborative 

situation she experienced, there was a need to plan a conference but there was also a need 

"for rnyseIf to grow through that group with connections and knowledge." Similarly 

Susan described the need to achieve a school goal of literacy and her "wanting to be in a 



team situation, but being in a school that didn't really lend itself physically to that." 

Commenting on the personal nature of collaboration that gives rise to need, motivation, 

and desire to be involved Ken explained: 

What works and what might be called collaboration in Ann's school in 
situation A, might by the perception of the people in my school, in a 
similar, not identical because they seldom are, but a similar situation, not 
be construed as coIlaboration because it becomes not only situational, but 
personal. 

Participants' description of the notion of need in collaboration becomes an important 

theme in light of recent research in the areas of interprofessional education. Knapp, 

Barnard, Gehrlce, and Teather (1 998) proposed a curriculum design in which 

professionals are "taught" to collaborate through the immediate personal experience of 

trying to make collaboration work to address a recognized real need (p. 37). Therefore 

need is both personal and contextual and often leads to collaboration. As Ken and others 

in the study have mentioned, "collaboration is something you have to live." Moreover, 

this understanding of the experiential nature of collaboration is in accordance with the 

research of Knapp et al. (1999) who have examined how collaboration might be learned 

in real-li fe settings. 

Relationships 

Participants felt strongly that collaboration comes out of relationships. Authors 

such as Darling-Hammond (1 993) and Sergiovanni (1994) are in agreement with these 

participants and have argued that to be responsive schools must be caring and persona1 

communities where relationships are encouraged and nurtured. Furthermore participants 

insisted that these relationships must be built. As Ken pointedly declared: 'You can't 

sort of dump somebody in, whether it's a new administrator, Susan, or whatever - you 



can't dump them in and expect that collaboration to just happen" (finger snap). Susan for 

her part concurred that, "Yes, you have to build those relationships first. They're the 

building blocks of collaboration, just as you say. It doesn't matter if that's relationships 

of the administration or relationships of teachers - if you don't have it, collaboration isn't 

going to take place." The importance of principals developing networks of relationships 

is documented in the literature, especially as related to restructuring and change 

(Goldman et al., 1993; Prestine, 1991). ParticuIarly relevant in this study is the insight 

that participants provided as to how their personal collaborative relationships developed. 

First inherent in Ken's observation that collaboration does not "just happen" is the 

realization that time is a factor in the evolution of a relationship. For example building 

on Ken's statement, Elizabeth, an assistant principal, described her experience with two 

different principals in one year: 

The first thing that happened was the relationship was built. One principal 
in particular made it her job to spend a lot of time in the first little while 
getting to know people really, really well. Getting to know them 
personally, but then getting to know them professionally as well. 

Second, as articulated by Elizabeth and reinforced by several other participants is 

the importance of 'knowing people' in order to form a relationship. Ken elaborated on 

the theme of knowing people and its connection to relationships and collaboration in this 

way: 

Collaboration comes out of relationships because you work closely 
together. You get to know people, maybe not on a real personal level, but 
certainly on a working level, and that's not to mean that you maybe aren't 
personal with those people, because in many cases you are. But it's a 
close working relationship. So when you develop that relationship and 
find out about those people you want to work together because you value 
their opinions, and skill or you value their knowledge. You want to put it 



all together and derive something more prominent, so the relationships are 
crucial. 

Another principal, Marly, shared her experience in teaming: " I think of the team 

partners I've had, they know everything about me from what I like to eat, from how my 

weekend is, they could tell you right now what my family is doing because they know 

me." Conversely, Marly talked about not having the time to talk with her assistant 

principal which resulted in a " forced relationship, where the others were more natural." 

The theme of knowing people echoed in the voices of many participants including parents 

who described the importance of relationships to their collaborative work on school 

council. Dorothy offered her experience in buiIding relationships in this larger group: 

As chair of my council I try never to forget anyone who comes to any of 
our meetings. I always try to remember their names. If I see them in the 
school or later on, I always address them by their name and somehow 
connect with which child is which. If only to just tell them, hey, we did 
this or we did that, so that they know they've been there, and now they are 
part of the group. 

Knowing people is crucial in developing the trust and respect that characterizes 

collaborative relationships. Handy (1 996) maintained that trust means knowing others 

well and talking with them constantly (p. 187). As well, participant sentiments and 

comments on the importance of knowing people as a useful method for developing 

relationships are consistent with the research of Riccardi and Kurtz (1983) who 

introduced the concept of "mutually understood common ground" to explain the 

formation of relationships. According to Riccardi and Kurtz, as individuals share time 

and experiences together and reveal their backgrounds, interests, and beliefs to each other 

through communication, they establish common ground that is needed in the development 

of trust and relationship. 



Another side to the discussion concerning "knowing others'' was presented by a 

parent, Elizabeth offered this perspective: " It can work both ways. I've had to 

collaborate with people whom I didn't know before hand in any kind of relationship. By 

collaborating a relationship and respect did develop. It came from that." In reflecting on 

her experience that appeared to be different from others, Elizabeth explained, " Maybe I 

come from a perspective, thinking back to university, where I can't imagine not 

collaborating. Like to me, it's just not an option." Kerry added his view that " you can 

collaborate with people that you don't know, but to start that collaborative process you 

have to be willing to put your trust out there, to have it tested." Hargreaves (1994) whose 

writing has shed considerable light on the collaborative process has expressed a similar 

opinion that trust may be invested in people or processes. Furthermore Elizabeth's 

experiences and Kerry's description of "putting the trust out there" are supported in the 

literature by studies that have shown that trust in the process was essential to participants 

who trusted new organizational and leadership patterns (Christianson et al., 1996; Short 

& Greer, 1997). 

In summary participants generally agreed that knowing each other well leads to 

the development of collaborative relationships. Ann concluded that " for me, the best 

collaboration has ofien been with people who start to know you." For Jean, knowing 

people means " figuring people out. Finding out what they hold true and dear and what 

their values are and their skills, weaknesses, and strengths." For many participants 

knowing that happens at both a personal and professional level leads to strength in the 

relationship and results in positive outcomes in the collaboration. As Mary reflected on 

the collaborative relationship within her principals' group she summarized that: " We 



know each other. We're able to form an alliance, work together in a smaller amount of 

time. We're able to seize the moment and work together. If we didn't know each other 

that would be much more difficult." 

The Dynamics of Collaboration 

In this section I present findings related to Subsidiary Question t (b): Wow do 

stakeholders collaborate?" The focus group questions formed around this Subsidiary 

Question probed the deeper dynamics of the nature of collaboration. For example I asked 

participants: "Who holds the power in your collaboration?" "How do you deal with 

differences in authority and status?" and "What is the hard work of collaboration?" The 

intent of Subsidiary Question (b) was to focus participant discussion on "how they got 

that way" in collaboration, in essence to capture movement. Fullan (1 999) argued that a 

limitation of cross-sectional studies on collaboration has been that they have provided a 

snapshot of "what is out there, and how to get there remains in the black box of 

collaboration" @. 33). To use Fullan's metaphor, in this section my intention is to 

attempt to open up "the black box" by examining participants' interactive experiences in 

collaboration. Participants described several essential constructs or characteristics of 

their collaboration including: trust, respect, risk-taking, shared responsibility, and 

equality. Obviously these concepts are all interrelated and are based on collaborative 

diversity and the multivocal nature of the collaborative process. Participants' 

experiences and views that give rise to the categories mentioned above are presented - 

beginning with a description of how diversity shapes their collaborative interactions. 



Collaborative Diversity 

Contrary to myth, effective collaboration is not based on like-minded consensus. 

In fact, in this study participants agreed that when they valued the diverse perspectives of 

others they were able to address and solve difficult problems. Elizabeth shared her 

experience as chair of her school council: "You have as many different opinions as the 

number of people in the room. That's part of the collaborative process. But if they all 

started off as like-minded people you could sometimes actually end up with the worst 

decision because everyone came in with the same mindset, the same experiences, then 

you get group think." Keny added the importance of "looking at all the different 

possibilities," and Elizabeth offered the following caution: "When you get group think 

going, everyone says - oh great, that decision is made but there are all kinds of things that 

didn't get considered that should have been." Other participants described needing each 

other's knowledge to solve problems. Elizabeth offered her experience in working with a 

group on a writing project: "Building on each other's experience and strengths. It was 

one of those experiences where what you said was taken by the other person and 

continued and moved fhrther ahead." 

Diversity refers to different roles, gender, status, age, ability, learning style and 

basically different lots in life. However what matters in collaboration as Fullan (1999) 

argued is not diversity per se, but rather collaborative diversity. Susan's experience in a 

team situation illustrates the full potential of collaboration within diverse groups: 

She tended to be random abstract and I'm more concrete sequential. 
Within the larger team we had a plethora of personality types. It was 
interesting to watch the different people play off the strengths of the other 
people in order to be successfil. 



DePree (1 989) referred to respecting the different perspectives of others as 

"understanding the diversity of their gifts" (p. 25). Participants' comments and opinions 

on the importance of valuing different perspectives echo the sentiments of other authors 

(Friend & Cook, 1992; Fullan, 1998; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997) who have argued that 

professionals need to be aware of their own viewpoints and to consider multiple 

perspectives in order to collaborate effectively. Furthennore, Darling Hammond (1 997) 

described a commitment to communicate across multiple perspectives "as the essence of 

democracy" (p. 48). Several key issues emerged from the participants' discussion on 

diversity in collaboration. Participants focused on time, hard work, synergy, conflict, and 

respect as part of the complex nature of working together collaboratively. 

Time and Hard Work Participants agreed that listening to multiple perspectives is 

crucial in working together successfblly. However several participants also expressed 

both hstration and caution with regard to how the time needed to honor the process 

might impact the dynamics of collaboration. As Marly said " We are often asked to think 

outside the box, to think of creative ways to do things, so it does take more time than just 

a simple decision," Describing the work of school council, Laura explained that " the part 

that takes a long time is hearing what all those people think, and then sort of digesting it." 

Marly commented that as an administrator working in shared decision making with her 

staff, "you're trying to hear all the voices and it's not something that you can rush 

through, you want to make sure you give opportunity for those people who need to think 

about it." Having said that, Marly then expressed her hstration at "making some of our 

biggest decisions at the worst time of year in the shortest time." She elaborated in this 

way: "Reorganizing your school, like you were saying Ann, companies would take a 



retreat and really spend the whole time talking through it. They do it on a weekend. We 

do it in a lunch hour or a couple of lunch hours." Adele offered strong support to Marly's 

remarks and added: "I totally agree with that, and that's why I don't think collaboration is 

as successfid in schools. We're just cutting it always short and then we're offending 

people because there is no time to explain why and rationalize through it and listen to 

everyone's opinion." Finally Adele affirmed the concern of others saying: "we're 

learning this process. But learning that role is so time consuming and it is a lot easier just 

to be told to do something." 

Under time constraints then, according to participants, important issues cannot be 

considered with an appropriate amount of thought and deliberation. Consequently in 

expressing concerns over limited time, participants womed about the quality of their 

decisions, a decrease in stakeholder involvement because of already busy schedules, and 

feelings of being untrue to the collaborative process. Nevertheless in this study 

participants' stories reflect effective collaborative experiences that occurred within the 

time restrictions of their personal and professional lives. Although participants would all 

have welcomed the provision of more time for collaboration, Lynne described "the gift of 

time that we share" in her regular Wednesday meetings with her collaborative partner. 

Similarly, the notion that time spent together in true collaboration is "time well spent" is 

reflected in Marly's comments about her experience as a staff member in a new school: 

We did spend lots of time together and at that point nobody complained 
about the time. When it's more open to share, then you're not worried 
about the time, you're worried about the issue. 

When discussing the time needed to hear all voices well, participants also 

described the hard work that is required in that process. The literature is clear that 



collaboration requires hard work (Stewart, 1996). This notion is consistent with the 

views of participants of this study. Jean stated: "I think this participative decision making 

is very, very hard. Democracy is hard. It takes time." Lee added, "It can get real messy, 

you can make lots of mistakes and have to backtrack when things don't work out." Ken 

described the challenge of inviting and facilitating a variety of diverse perspectives and 

voices in the process. 

If you've got 30 or 35 people that you are collaborating with, how do you 
even hear everybody's voice unless you use one of those - Marly, can we 
hear fiom you, Mary can we hear from you. Everybody gets a turn and by 
the time you've gone all the way around the circle - that's not 
collaboration either. All you're doing is making sure that everybody has 
been heard. You still haven't arrived at anything more that an opportunity 
to be heard. 

Marly also described the difficulties inherent in a multi-perspective approach to 

examining issues: 

When it's a large staff and I'm waiting for the 25th person to say their idea 
and we're going to go around again, I'm feeling we're maybe spending too 
much time on this, could there be another way, still letting everybody's 
voice to be heard. 

Many participants agreed that skills, training, guidance and support, are required to 

participate in shared decisions. These are issues that are addressed in the next chapter of 

this dissertation. 

Conflict Conflict is a natural dimension of the collaborative process that brings together 

people with different perspectives. Many of the issues, problems, goals, and needs that 

unite people in collaboration are highly charged topics that involve individuals at a very 

deep level personally and/or professionaly. It is not surprising then, that these issues are 

filled with differences, tension, complexity and conflict. Most participants agreed with 



Laura who stated: "I don't think it ever goes that smoothly!" Fullan's (1999) view of 

conflict is consistent with the thinking of participants. Fullan argued that "if you avoid 

differences you may enjoy early smoothness, but you pay the price because you do not get 

at the really difficult issues until it is too late" (p. 23). 

The purpose of sharing multiple perspectives often results in conflict not only 

because people may disagree with each other but also as Marly mentioned because people 

will not "let go of their ideas." Based on her experience working with school council 

Laura related the following: 

Some people, you may talk until you're blue in the face and they never 
waiver from their position. It doesn't matter how many perspectives they 
hear, or that they have things presented in a different way - they are stuck 
where they're at. So if you get two people like that in a group, you're in 
trouble as a rule. 

Marly's experience sheds further light on the dynamics of the process: 

In the best teaming situations that I've worked in, as soon as the idea left 
my mouth, it was no longer my idea so that I wasn't saying "Oh, they took 
three of your ideas and none of mine." It's that letting go, that ability to 
brainstorm to let go, to place the idea out there and go with a change of it 
or a rejection of it." 

Participants agreed that issues of competition, ego, and personal agenda may interfere 

with decision making and create conflict. For example Marly explained: 

I find sometimes people come, when you're saying you can't move them 
off, that they've come with what's good for me, not what's good for the 
whole. They can't see the big picture. So you can't move them because 
they are so stuck on what's me, what do I want as opposed to the whole. 
And that's really difficult when you get one or two of them and you're 
trying to keep bringing it back to what's good for this whole building, this 
whole group, this community. It's extremely difficult. 

Ann added her concern and struggle with people "who will hold the fight, or say no, I'm 

not going to join you. You guys do it my way." In this regard Mary added the following: 



"Collaboration isn't getting people to do it your way but some people have a hard time 

with that." As for ego, Lee remarked: "I think that ego gets in the way and that's a big 

stumbling block. The person feels that they have to be noticed." In contrast participants 

talked about the need to look at the situation from the point of view of the common good. 

As Mary indicated, "maybe you need to give on something to allow common good to 

happen - because our work is larger than that." Drawing on personal family experience 

Keny compared collaboration to a marriage partnership. "It's a collaborative thing where 

you give up a lot of your self-interests for the greater good of the family." Participants 

felt that working through the conflict that arises when a decision doesn't go the way you 

want results in better decisions and enables people to live with the decision. Adele's 

comments illustrate this understanding: "When decisions don't go the way I want, it 

doesn't bother me. The only time it does is when I don't feel that I was given a chance to 

voice why I didn't like the decision." According to participants strategies to handle the 

conflict and ultimately come to a decision include "letting go" of your personnel opinion 

or bias and maintaining a focus on what's good for all. 

Respect Respect in collaborative interactions refers to the honoring of the expertise 

of others. There was strong agreement among participants that within a group they need 

to feel that their opinions are valued. Susan emotionally expressed her feelings in this 

way: "I need to know that what I'm going to say counts. Don't just give it air time. 

Internalize what I'm saying and let my opinion count for something." All participants 

recounted experiences of believing that they were in a collaborative situation and then 

finding out that their input really didn't make a difference in the final outcome. William 

expressed his disappointment in this way: "My voice wasn't being heard, it didn't matter 



what I said anyway because the administration was going to make their own decisions." 

Alternatively Jean described one group situation that she experienced in which "there was 

a feeling amongst everyone of mutual respect that everybody was there for a purpose, 

everybody had their own expertise, and everybody's role was valued." According to Jean 

the other people in that situation were gracious, generous, and honest. 

The issue of respect becomes all the more challenging in the group dynamics of 

shared decision making when individuals come together with people that they don't 

understand or might not even like. Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) have argued that in 

working together it is essential that we respect those whom we might most want to 

silence. Jean's experiences in working with and listening to all voices are consistent with 

the advice of FulIan and Hargreaves. Furthermore she explains why it is so important to 

listen to all levels of the organization or group: 

Picking people's brains and picking from everybody - that's what it's all 
about. The more brains you've got, the more successfL1 you'll be - 
especially the grassroots people, because they're at grassroots, they have a 
particular involvement. You have to tap their expertise - it's very 
valuable. 

Respecting all voices according to participants means being open and honest. 

Dorothy offered her view of respect: "You have to be open to everyone's opinion. You 

can't just have a mindset on what your opinion is - you have to hear everyone - be open 

to all these different views.'' Elizabeth, also from the parent's perspective, affirmed that 

respect means "people contributing their ideas and their resources to come up with the 

best solution or way to do something - so people can't come with preconceived ideas or 

have their own interests." Furthermore when participants felt that their expertise had not 

been honored or respected in the process, they expressed frustration, disappointment, 



cynicism, and lack of faith in the process. The result, according to participants is "that 

you stop giving your opinions, you just quit doing it (collaboration), or you look for 

another placement." 

Tmst 

Participants' comments and opinions echoed the sentiments of authors Cook and 

Friend (1 99 l), da Costa (1 996), and Little (1 990) who have attested to the importance of 

trust in the collaborative process. As Mary explained, "you have to know and trust 

someone to even begin to collaborate well." Furthermore, Jean insisted that "you have to 

build that trust." Although the educational literature has indicated that trust is crucial to 

collaboration, it has offered little evidence as to how trust might be developed. Moreover 

Roy (1995) described trust as "elusive" and "difficult to cultivate" @. 22). In this study 

as participants discussed their personal experiences with collaboration they offered 

insight as to how they or other individuaIs in the group built trust in their particular 

collaboration. 

Trust is unlikely to exist in a substantial way between teachers and a newly 

appointed principal. Ken described his personal experience of being a principal in a new 

school: 

When a principal comes in new to a staff and doesn't know anybody, it's 
very difficult initially to make staff your own. You have to work at it. It's 
a very conscious effort. You have to put yourself at risk ir? terms of 
showing, walk the talk, do the things that you would expect other people 
to do, be credible. People will start to buy in because they believe that you 
are who you represent to be. 

Ken's story demonstrates that developing trust requires considerable time, shared 

experiences, and an appropriate degree of vulnerability. Building trust with staff for Ken 



included showing people through his actions that he is believable and credible. Similarly 

Lynne offered that she needed to establish credibility with her partner in order for trust to 

develop. Lynne described her work in this way: "She had been privy to some realIy hard 

conversation that I had with parents of children in her class, and she was present at those 

meetings - so I think I had to sort of prove myself to her before." In this way Lynne's 

collaborating partner was able to develop confidence in her which in turn led them both 

to be willing to trust each other with personal stories, experiences, weaknesses, and 

concerns. 

Handy (1996) has written that it is more pleasing to trust people than to regulate, 

inspect, and control them (p. 2 12). Lee described how prevailing feelings of trust within 

a school enable people to do their work freely and without the inspection mentioned by 

Handy: 

Given a job, a thing to do for the school, you've done it without anybody 
looking over your shoulder and then being congratulated or not as the case 
may be, on the outcome. But being trusted to have done whatever it was 
that had to be done with nobody coming at you and saying; "Did you do 
this yet, did you do that, have you thought of this, have you thought of 
that." 

Similarly Jean referred to the mutual trust established between her principal and 

herself which results in "lots of freedom" rather than regulation and control 

described by Handy. Jean elaborated on how the trust was built: 

Once she's figured you out, or even before that, she trusted and gave you a 
chance, and took a risk, and let you be. It worked well, because if you're 
floundering or you're not comfortable, you will go to her, you trust her 
enough that you'll go to her. So you don't actually get yourself in hot 
water. She is very honest. 



Entrusting people to act on their own initiative inevitably means more mistakes. 

Mistakes, if they occur, can be learning experiences as long as individuals are prepared to 

admit that they were mistakes and do not try to defend or excuse their actions. Jean 

shared that in her experience "when as a group you've honestly collaborated and come up 

with some ideas and then they didn't work, then as a group you have to learn fiom that, 

see why it went wrong without recrimination." However if mistakes are punished or 

people are accused, it is not likely that individuals will exercise their initiatives again. 

Trust is an essential component of the collaborative process and is related to the 

interdependent nature of collaborative relationships. When trust is low, the collaboration 

may be unsuccessful. In this regard Mary described such a situation in her school: 

They didn't know each other very well, and the reIationship was such that 
it was difficult for them to be honest with each other because each one 
didn't want to hurt the other person's feelings. The teachers felt 
overwhelmed, and got very negative feelings from the experience. 

Bishop's (1 999) research also confirmed that when principals lose teachers' trust, 

collaboration could flounder. Participants' descriptions of the complexity of school life 

reveal that now, more than ever before, high trust relations are needed in working 

together to meet the challenges of contemporary schools. 

Risk Taking 

Risk taking is related to the level of trust in a collaborative relationship. In this 

study participants talked about collaboration feeling safe and comfortable. When the 

situation feels comfortable because there is a high level of trust, people are willing to 

offer their perspectives because they don't feel that others will make judgments about 

them or what they've said. For their part, as Jean mentioned earlier, other people need to 



be honest, gracious, and open. As Ken explained, "You've got to be in a group that 

you're comfortable enough with to expose the inner most parts of your philosophy, your 

beliefs, and all that. Can I risk this?" Margaret observed "that if you take the risk and 

sharing works, then it's just an ongoing process." Jean added that sometimes "people 

have to have the courage to say something that might sound silly but lead to something 

really good." 

Alternately participants described being in hierarchical contexts in which they felt 

that their voice was not equal or as important as others in the group. For example 

Dorothy confided, "As a parent sometimes it's scary going into collaboration with an 

administrative team, feeling really small, influenced by positions - I'm just a parent, 

maybe my opinion isn't as valuable because of who I am." Jean expressed similar 

feelings: "I can think of one group, there were people who were far more senior than I 

was, and I can remember in the beginning feeling very intimidated." Participants' 

comments reveal that when people are overcome by feelings of fear, they will not take a 

risk. As a result the collaborative process is threatened because not all voices are being 

heard. Solutions, ideas, and other outcomes become superficial because they have not 

been reached in a manner that honors all parties. Handy's (1990) writing substantiates 

this concern. Handy argued: "Fear locks the organization into rigidity, making it conform 

to yesterday's rules which may not be the right rules for today's problems" (p. 11 5). 

Equalitv and Shared Responsibility 

Participants spent considerable time discussing issues of power and position and 

the resultant impact on the collaborative process. Many participants used the word 



bbequal'' to describe their participation with others in collaboration. In the following 

passage Marly's use of the term reveals her understanding of its meaning: 

I've been in many schools that I found were truly collaborative. We were 
equal. Everyone had the same chance to share around the table. Everyone's 
ideas were valued. It wasn't, let's discuss it, and it went back, and 
administration came back and said no, this is what we're going to do. 

Susan offered her experience of working together in a literary group: 

I took the role of getting the literary group together. I initiated it and 
chaired the meetings, but that's where, that's kind of where the power, if 
you will, was-and that's where it ended because I was just one of the team, 
so there wasn't really any power involved in that. You're just one of the 
group. Everybody is on an equal footing. 

When probed further to explain what "equal footing" meant in this situation, Susan 

described the interaction in this way: 

I never got any indication from anybody that they saw me in the role of an 
administrator, or I didn't see it in them dealing with anybody else on the 
team. Everybody just treated each other very professionally - this is what I 
can do for you, what can you do for me. All this give and take. 

Marly and Susan described situations in which members of different status 

participated equally because power was not an issue. On the other hand Adele's 

experience with another teacher, someone of equal status, did not evolve into a 

collaborative relationship because there existed, according to Adele, "a big power issue." 

Adele described the situation in this way: 

While we were both teachers at the school, I don't know, perhaps I came 
across that way, but I always felt that she was trying to lead any discussion 
and direct it. I guess you feel that way when someone talks and talks and 
doesn't let you speak. Yet you are trying to say we should try this, this, and 
this. So there was a case where it probably should have evolved into a 
collaborative situation, but it didn't because I really think the other person 
saw her job as being more powerful and had been there longer than me. 



Therefore in Adele's situation equality of position did not necessarily equate to equal 

involvement and voice in their work together. Ln other words their work was not rooted 

in social equality. 

Several participants struggled with whether the word equal was the appropriate 

terminology to describe interactions that honor and consider all voices but also recognize 

that individuals have different expertise. Ann explained, "I don't like the word equal to 

tell you the truth, because people have different roles - there's certain things in our 

positions that we have to do, You don't have a choice." Keny added his opinion that 

"you're not equal - you don't have to be in your collaborative thing, but you respect each 

other's roles and abilities to provide input in certain areas, that's the key, respect not 

equality." Participants' understandings of equality in collaboration are consistent with the 

significant research conducted by Gibb (1961) who, based on an eight year study of actual 

group interactions, concluded that equality does not deny differences in knowledge or 

ability but rather recognizes the contribution and worth of each individual. Also 

struggling with the issue of position, equality, and respect, Dorothy's account shows the 

development of her understanding through her personal reflection: 

I think position definitely plays a very important part. For me, if I were 
sitting in a meeting with the principal and another parent, I'd be listening- 
this is terrible to say, to the principal, and their opinion first of all. If I 
hadn't made my decision yet, I'd be looking at their opinion maybe before 
I would the equal parent of myself Thinking that too, before I was chair 
and sitting in on meetings, I can think of a parent who I admire greatly, 
who always speaks her opinion and has wonderfbl things to say. She 
would sway me very easily just because I see her as a very influential type 
of person, same as the principal or assistant principal. 



When probed further as to the reasons why that parent might sway or influence her, 

Dorothy concluded: "Maybe it's the word respect that that you feel toward that 

individual. Maybe it's not the position so much." 

Participants considered how position or status may influence collaboration. Kerry 

asserted that "hierarchy, authority, and status get in the way of what I'm calling 

collaboration because it sets up boundaries." As well earlier in the discussion Kerry 

explained how his council works collaboratively by moving beyond the boundaries of 

specific roles: 

We're not really very formal in the way we operate. It's not Robert's rule, 
you know. We have positions but nobody is really stuck in them, because 
you're chair, this is what you do. 

The blurring of boundaries may create issues for participants in terms of authority and 

control. Restructuring involves not only a redefinition of roles and relationships in 

schools but also a redistribution of power (Sauch & Goldring, 1998). As Fullan (1 993) 

asserted, extending educational boundaries requires a willingness to relent control and 

give over power. However Mary, despite her best efforts "to relent control," described 

the challenge of working with staff who continued to view her within the traditional role 

of principal. In this regard, Mary urged that "the personal power is what's important - 

the credibility that you build with people in working through things with them." 

(Findings related to how stakeholders come to understand the new role of the principal 

are presented in Chapter 6 inthe section entitled The Redefinition of the Principal's 

Role). Similarly Elizabeth talked about "deriving power from earning it as opposed to 

getting it from an organizational chart." In so doing Susan added, "it's almost like you 



are redefining power and control." Accordingly Mary introduced the tenn "shared 

control" and explained it's meaning in this way: 

Shared responsibility. When you work with someone, you have to believe 
that they're going to follow through, that they're committed, because the 
end result means that all own it. 

All principals in the group agreed that decisions that are arrived at collaboratively 

need to be c'jointly-owned." Ann explained her feelings: "When 1 have the power and I 

let go of it and give it to staff and empower them, I keep in mind that all of us are going 

to answer for this decision. It's not going to be me that gets the phone calls because we 

together as a group have discussed this." Ken concurred "that when the decision based 

on the input and the information goes forward, people have to say okay, that was a group 

decision. We've got to take it forward and say we're together." The principal as well 

needs to have ownership for decisions that are made collaboratively. Susan warned that 

principals who change decisions arrived at by the group will lose credibility. She advised 

that "if we did it collaboratively, then the principal needs to support it because it's our 

decision." Findings related to principal accountability in shared decision making are 

presented in Chapter 6 of this dissertation. 

To summarize in this section I have presented findings related to research 

question 1 (b) "How do stakeholders collaborate?" Participants agreed that sharing 

responsibility either in a two person partnership or in a large group is not easily achieved 

and poses many challenges. The interdependent nature of collaborative work is based on 

collaborative diversity which brings together and honors multiple perspectives. Within 

this interconnected framework of association and processes four themes emerged from 

the data sources as essential components of participants' collaborations and included: 



diversity, trust, risk taking, and equality or shared responsibility. As well under the broad 

theme of diversity participants' discussion was further categorized into four sub themes: 

hard work, time, conflict, and respect 

The Content of Collaboration 

In this section I present findings related to subsidiary question I (c) "What is the 

content of collaboration?" In the focus group interviews I asked participants to describe 

their collaborative experiences. According to the purpose that the collaboration served I 

divided the tasks that participants undertook in their collaborations into five broad 

categories: pedagogical, professional development, governance, building and sustaining 

relationships, and collaboration around special projects. Further participants' responses 

to questions such as: "To what extent do you want to be involved in decision making in 

your school?" and "When is it a time not to collaborate?" contributed to the findings in 

this section concerning the areas of decision making in schools that are shared and by 

whom. 

Pedagogical 

The educators in this study described collaborations that they had experienced that 

were directly related to instruction. The content of the work included team teaching, 

curriculum planning, conferencing with each other about practice, assessment of students, 

and sharing of resources. The following participants' accounts provide examples of 

collaborative work that served a pedagogical purpose. William recounted one of his first 

experiences in a collaborative group when he and teachers from each of the grade levels 

collaborated to plan a unit that involved all of their children working together. William 

expressed his feelings about the final outcome: "At the end, they had this wonderful thing 



to present which was really unique. I'd never done that before and now I've done a lot 

more of that." Lee shared his experience in planning curriculum with another teacher: 

I was in a situation I would call colIaboration with my teaching partner, 
and we were trylng to develop some social studies curriculum and think 
about what kind of activities we would write for a grade 6 social studies 
unit. I don't think that we ended up with a product that I thought was very 
good. So the experience was good to work with somebody, but I don't 
know about the product. 

Lee's story suggests that it is not only the final outcome that is important to participants 

in collaboration - but also the process itself that is valuable. In this vein Lynne called the 

process a "gift" when she described time spent in collaboration with a colleague. Jean 

talked about a situation in which she said: 

I'm collaborating with a partner, and we're doing it despite ourselves. We 
thought that we were going to be partners, and then in September we 
discovered that the way things were going to be, we don't actually teach 
anything together. And yet, we collaborate because the personal dynamics 
of the two of us are just so good. 

Overall in describing collaboration related to pedagogy, participants in this study 

most frequently mentioned team teaching as a component of their work. According to 

participants, "true team teaching involves putting together all of the activities such as 

planning, assessment, resources, and actual teaching as a way to work together and build 

on everyone's expertise." 

Professional Development 

Participants mentioned collaborative tasks that they undertook primarily for the 

purpose of expanding knowledge and skills. Four categories of tasks were related to the 

achievement of professional development purposes: coaching and peer observation, 

mentoring, modeling, and discussion. However participants also reported that 



professional development or learning was an outcome of collaborations that served other 

purposes (see Chapter 7 for a full description of outcomes). 

Lynne's work with a colleague offers an example of a collaboration that was 

undertaken for the purpose of professional development of the teacher. Lynne's 

collaboration with her colleague began when that teacher came to Lynne and asked Lynne 

to support her in examining and changing her practice. As often happens in collaboration 

they developed a symbiotic relationship in which each person needed and supported the 

other. Lynne expressed her feeIings in this way: "It's reciprocal. I get as much from our 

Wednesday conversations as she does. We've been journaling to record our information 

and growth.." Similarly Elizabeth reflected on her early experience of being in a 

collaborative relationship with a very experienced teacher. Although Elizabeth did not 

describe it as a mentoring relationship, recent literature reports that collaboration and 

mentoring are often closely intertwined (Jipson & Paley, 1999). She recalled feeling "I'm 

learning so much. I'm not sure that I have anything that I'm giving. Maybe enthusiasm 

and energy, but that's it. I learned a lot fiom her." 

In terms of the development of specific skills needed in collaboration, all 

participants discussed "modeling" by others as a way that they learned or acquired skills. 

It could be said that a purpose of collaboration is in part professional development for 

individuals in order to gain the knowledge and skills of the process. Ken expressed this 

idea succinctly: "You can't presume to be able to collaborate, until you've collaborated." 

Finally all participants engaged in discussion as part of their collaboration with regard to 

many topics, issues, and areas of content. Discussion is also an activity of collaboration 

that has as its purpose learning or professional development. Ann expressed this notion 



clearly: "I believe in the social construction of  knowledge. I learn best when I hear other 

people's ideas." 

Building and Sustaining Relationships 

In this chapter, in the section entitled "Forming the Collaboration," I presented 

findings related to the deveIopment of collaborative relationships. Activities undertaken 

by participants to get to know people served the purpose of building relationships. As 

well there were several activities within the context of participant coIlaborations that 

supported and sustained the relationship. Specifically in collaborating with each other, 

participants shared the workload, gave each other mutual encouragement and feedback, 

and had fun in their work together. 

All participants described how they shared ideas, tasks, resources, and jobs in 

their collective work. In contrast when participants talked about unsuccessfUl 

collaboration, they commented about the lack of sharing that occurred. For example 

Mary described a teaming situation in which "I was the only collaborator - I had all the 

input and all the output. That's very difficult because in a collaborative situation you need 

and expect there to be sharing of the work." Marly also expressed the importance of 

sharing as part of the collaborative work: ''There certainly are a lot of people out there 

that you would expect, given all their experiences, to be very collaborative but they're not 

good sharers." 

Participants discussed how mutual support and encouragement within the group 

sustains collaboration. Oftentimes it took the form of expressing appreciation to another 

individual as in Lynne's work as part of the administrative team. "I feel tremendously 

supported by my principal. I realize that in the event that I couldn't be there, she wouldn't 



think twice to do my supervision, to go teach my class, to sort of pull the load. She's 

doing all this hard work to support me and I wanted her to know that I appreciated it." 

Finally, several participants stated that collaboration was enjoyable and of course 

people would continue to work at something that was giving them enjoyment. For 

example as mentioned previously Margaret talked about "having so much fun in working 

together on a whole school project." 

Governance 

Participants discussed experiences in shared decision making that were 

undertaken within the context of and for the purpose of school governance. The range of 

activities included school improvement planning, school organization, staffing issues, and 

school council. For example Ken explained that he "thinks of collaboration on the basis 

of school improvement planning. I think of how the coming together with decisions, the 

working out of issues, coming to common beliefs, really is living collaboration." Ken's 

view that school improvement planning or reform is collaboration is supported by a large 

body of literature (Cook & Friend, 1992; Fullan, 1993; O'Shea & O'Shea, 1997; Welch, 

1998) that has asserted that current reform initiatives such as shared governance have 

relied on collaborative principles. Similarly Laura described her collaborative work on 

school council and its purpose in school governance: 

I see how far parents have come in schools. We've gone from not being in 
schools, to volunteering in classrooms, to running school councils that 
only h d  raise, to school councils that now make decisions affecting the 
whole school. 

Later in this section, I present data on the kinds of decisions that are shared, arid who is 

involved in the process. 



Proiects and Events 

Participants shared examples of collaboration that came together for the purpose 

of an event or project. Adele's story of working together to plan and organize a 

conference is an example of such a collaboration. The actual content and activities of 

collaborations that evolve around specific projects may be similar to the tasks that are 

part of collaboration that serves other purposes. The content of Adele's collaborative 

work in her conference group included sharing, support, discussion, and professional 

development as evidenced in her description of what the group did: 

We a11 brainstormed to get a huge list. We've supported each other and 
some of us would take up more of the jobs when someone left and others 
were busy. The group for me has been very successhl, I learned a lot. 

In summaw the activities or content of the collaborations described by 

participants in this study were grouped into five categories: pedagogical, professional 

development, building and sustaining relationships, governance, and special events or 

projects. The categories provided a framework to examine what the actual work of 

collaboration looks like and entails for participants. 

Collaboration about What, and with Whom? 

A major dilemma in shared decision making is knowing what kinds of decisions 

staff and parents wish to be a part of since, because of time limitations, it is impossible to 

seek involvement on every issue. Participants strongly agreed that not all decisions made 

in the school are arrived at collaboratively. As Jean explained," I think collaboration isn't 

a 100 % thing. There are some times when it's not suitable." Ann's comments were also 

indicative of this opinion: "I don't think that you can be collaborative about everything. 

There's just not the time." Furthermore as Lee added, "I believe that teachers don't see it 



as a big collaborative group all the time." Jean concwred in saying "my first priority is 

the classroom and the children." Mary's opinion was similar to the others in the group. 

She said: "I think coflaboration suits certain situations. I think in other ways maybe it's 

not the right strategy or method to do." Susan related the following concern: "lt's not 

appropriate to collaborate on everything, otherwise we'd never get our business done." 

Finally building on Susan's concern, and echoing the sentiments of others, Elizabeth 

offered her administrative perspective: "Maybe we need to be more efficient with our 

collaboration. We need to refine. Who needs to be making the decision? Who's it 

affecting? Those are the people we need to bring in." 

Stakeholders agreed that they want to be involved in decisions that affect them, 

their children, or their students. Expressing a parent's perspective Elizabeth said "I don't 

necessarily want to be involved in how teachers teach - that's their professional domain 

in the classroom. But I think in decisions that directly affect our children such as 

programs in the school, general policies at the school regarding discipline, things that are 

extra cumcular I like to have input." Laura agreed that in her school, "we don't really 

have that much concern about what teachers do in the classroom as long as it's not 

something that's terribly negative. But we are very much interested in policies within the 

school and all the things that affect the overall learning environment of our children." In 

this study, parental sentiments about the issues and areas of decision making that they 

want to be a part of are consistent with authors such as Darling-Hammond (1995) and 

Hargreaves (1 997) who have advocated for authentic parental involvement that focuses 

on the goals of the school community and improvement or changes that might enhance 

the learning environment. 



Teachers in this study want to be involved in decisions that focus on instruction, 

professional development including the school improvement plan, organizational issues 

that pertain to their classrooms, and school policy that relates directly to their work with 

children. Adele suggested that "it's important to limit the whole school discussions to the 

big issues." However Lee offered that in his experience as an administrator, it's 

sometimes difficult to know what decisions people feel should be made collaboratively. 

Instead he suggested: 

It's not deciding what you need to be collaborative about or not, but it's 
about the relationship between people. If I'm on a staff and I'm trusting 
people, and we've had open communication, if they think it's a decision 
that should have been made collaboratively, they can come and say, we 
should have had input. So we revisit, and it works better because they 
needed to have a say. 

Participants felt that there are times when a decision has to be made very quickly 

and there is not time for collaboration. As Lee explained," You have to make a snap 

decision. It might affect everybody, but it's imminent." Jean recalled that in her 

experience, "there are some instances, maybe the safety of a child, when the principal just 

has to take the role of decision maker - they just have to do it." I think the trick is to 

make it obvious that this is a time when I take charge, and this is a time for democracy." 

William added his understanding that "administration has to make some decisions based 

on the deadline for tomorrow or the next day so you can't get the g-roup together for 

certain things." From a principal's perspective Marly confessed, "there are some 

decisions that you can't have collaboration on because some things happen so fast that I 

don't have time to ask anybody." Therefore although participants in this study expressed 

their need to be involved in decisions that affect them personally, they also are tolerant 



and accepting of decisions that are made unilaterally. Jean's comments that a decision 

maker needs "to make it obvious" as to why a decision was reached in a certain way, 

suggests an openness and honesty in communication that may explain this acceptance. 

Elizabeth's comments concerning how her principal has responded to others afier having 

made a decision offers further insight: 

Our principal, when decisions have to be made, you can't wait for input, 
has never hesitated to communicate and provide the reasons for the 
decision. The people who are there, hear back or ask her and are fine with 
that. And that's a form of collaboration as well. The decision has to be 
made right away but she's willing to share with people why. 

Alternatively Dorothy described a situation in which administration did not initially take 

the time to explain their decision making to parents. According to Dorothy the result was 

that parents were angry, frustrated, and did not accept the decision. Dorothy recounted 

the story this way: 

The decision came down and a letter was sent home to parents. So the 
decision had been made and that's when parents felt they had to challenge 
that decision. The parents wrote letters, said we need to meet to discuss - 
we want to know why. We want the decision changed. After listening to 
the reasons why, a lot of parents went, "oh, okay, we understand." Had 
that discussion not taken place at all, there would have still been a lot of 
hard feelings toward the administration - alot of people going: "Oh, why 
bother, they are just going to do whatever they want anyway." 

When decisions are not made collaboratively, but perhaps should be, the existence of 

open and honest communication supports both the acceptance of the decision by the 

group and maintains the integrity of the relationship. 

Although all participants in this study expressed the need to be a part of the 

decision making in the school, they voiced concern over other individuals who do not 

want to be a part of the process. Participants articulated various reasons for the lack of 



involvement of some stakeholders including time constraints, feelings of not being 

wanted or valued in the process, lack of experience with collaboration, and not wanting to 

be part of the team. 

Participants, both educators and parents, were most anxious about the continuing 

isolation of teachers in the classroom and the prevailing norms of privacy that may block 

the formation of professional communities. Susan described teachers "who are not 

looking at the bigger picture that we are a community of learners. They are buying into 

the traditional classroom - you do your thing and I'll do mine." Jean expressed her fear 

that "sometimes they will out and out oppose you but more dangerously those people just 

drag their feet and I think that can be pernicious and sabotage the whole culture of the 

schools by allowing you to think they're going your way, bur in fact they go their own 

way. That's scary!" To this end, participants agreed that teachers need to be helped to 

develop a perspective that encompasses not only their classroom or grade level or subject 

area but also the entire school as a community of learners. As Susan indicated, "I would 

certainly never write somebody off. I certainly work very hard to help them see the 

benefits of collaboration." Nevertheless while some individuals, like the participants in 

this study, find it challenging and rewarding to be more involved and part of the decision- 

making process, others more comfortable in the isolation of their classrooms are reluctant 

to change their behaviour and might resist extra responsibilities. William expressed a 

similar concern over staff members who do not "buy in" to the process, and who say: 

"Tell me what to do because I'm just going to do it, maybe I won't. When I get back to 

my classroom and close the door, I'm going to do what I want to do anyway." According 

to Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1 995) encouraging teachers to accept decision 



making roles requires the provision of opportunities and structures that facilitate 

collaborative work and the development of professional communities beyond the 

isolation of the classroom. As well participants wondered about how to get parents more 

involved in the issues of the school. In a previous section of this chapter entitled 

"Relationships" I presented findings that described how parents in this study attempt to 

make other parents feel comfortable, valued and part of the group. 

In this section I presented findings related to areas of decision making that 

participants felt should be shared by stakeholders. Participants agreed that collaboration 

is an important way to solve problems and make decisions - but it is not the only way. 

Factors of time, immediacy of the decision, and suitability of the decision for the group 

are important considerations that have an impact in whether collaboration is appropriate. 

With regard to who should be a part of the decision making process, participants feIt that 

people most closely affected by the outcome shouId be involved in making the decision. 

That said, participants expressed concern over individuals who do not buy into the 

collaborative process either in working with colleagues in teaching and learning or in the 

larger context of shared decision making in the school. 

Surnmaq 

In this chapter I presented findings related to the nature of collaboration. The 

essential structure of collaboration was allowed to show itself and speak for itself through 

participants' accounts of their experiences. I began by presenting participants' views on 

the conditions that led to the formation of their collaboration. These conditions that 

foster collaboration include choice, goal, need, and relationship. I situated individual 

choice in collaboration within the larger context of participants' description of the 



"collaborative movement." In this regard participants identified a focus on democracy, 

changes in structure in society and schools, new understandings in teaching and learning, 

and the influence of the business world as conditions that have an impact on the voluntary 

nature of collaboration. Then I presented findings on the dynamic nature of collaboration 

by examining participants' interactive experiences. Process concepts included 

participants working together to build trust, respect, risk-taking, sharing responsibility, 

valuing diversity, resolving conflict, working hard and giving of their time, and 

experiencing synergistic relationships. Finally I concluded this chapter with findings 

related to the content of collaboration and participants' perspectives on the "what and 

where" of collaboration. 



Chapter 5 - Collaborative Skills 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present findings related to Specific Research 

Question 2: "What are the skills and attitudes necessary for collaboration?" An 

additional question is contained under this Specific Research Question: (a) "How have 

participants gained their knowledge and skills in collaboration?" I grouped the skills 

described by participants into five categories including communication skills, emotional 

competencies, decision making and problem solving, conflict management, and team 

building skills. I begin by describing the skill-set included under each topic. Then I 

present findings related to the acquisition of the skills. 

Communication Skills 

Given the interdependent nature of collaborative reIationships, it is not surprising 

that participants agreed that effective communication is at the core of the collaborative 

process. As Elizabeth explained, "Communication skills will always help with 

collaboration, whether it's the abiIity to get your point across, articulate your ideas, or 

listen to other people's ideas." Participants described active listening as well as various 

verbal and nonverbal behaviours as essential communication skills. Furthermore because 

participants view communication as a partnership, as Kerry explained "a two-way-street," 

they felt strongly that all stakeholders need these communication skills. Echoing the 

sentiments of participants Hudson and Glomb (1997) also identified interpersonal skills, 

including an awareness of nonverbal behaviours, strong verbal skills, and active listening 

as collaborative skills. 



Listening 

Participants all agreed that listening is the most important skill in communication. 

Laura offered her opinion: "Listening is definitely the number one area and not everyone 

does it as well as they could but they can improve." However in our culture the role of 

listening is rarely assigned the level of importance it deserves in the communication 

process. Moreover those who do not or cannot listen come across as indifferent or 

uncaring which in turn makes others less communicative (Goleman, 1998). Listening 

well and deeply means going beyond what is said by asking questions or restating in your 

own words to ensure understanding. Elizabeth recalled a situation in which she "listened 

really deeply" and described her actions this way: "It's a different kind of listening. You 

really have to hear what the other person said - maybe even hear what is behind or 

underneath what they have said." Ken agreed with other participants that "listening is a 

very important skill of collaboration" and added this understanding: "Hearing is 

something that we do because we've got ears but listening involves adding the receptive 

powers of your brain to it." Ken's explanation of hearing as a natural process in which 

auditory stimuli are received and listening as a learned skill that involves concentration 

and analysis is descriptive of active listening. Active listening is most valuable when 

used to develop the mutual understanding that is necessary to solve important problems. 

In this regard Susan stressed the importance in trying to derive meaning fi-om what you 

hear. She suggested that "when you're collaborating with staff, you need to listen to what 

the issue is behind what the person is really saying." Listening to find out the issue is a 

basic skill that is also used in conflict resolution, an essential strategy that will be 

discussed later in this section. Kerry summarized the consequence of not listening: "If 



you're not listening, there's no collaboration and it's their idea and your idea. If it's like 

that, then you're going to go nowhere." 

A personal agenda may interfere with Iistening. According to participants people 

may enter into collaboration with a preconceived idea or plan for how things will go or 

what the decision will be. In such situations the quality of the interaction lacks an 

openness and learning orientation. The result may be that individuals believe that their 

voices are not heard. For example Margaret and Susan expressed fi-ustration over 

experiences in which they felt that they were "simply going through the motions of 

collaboration." Margaret's sense that she wasn't being listened to is conveyed strongly 

in this remark "I felt like we were just mouthing the words and that it wasn't being 

received." Again, participants indicated that people need to be honest and open about 

how decisions are made. Furthermore several participants stated that they are willing to 

accept that decision making may not be shared in a particular situation as long as the 

decision maker(s) is "upfiont" about the process. Adele called for honesty: 

If there's an agenda, let's lay the cards out on the table at the start. I don't 
have a problem with that. If you want something to be passed, I'm very 
flexible; I'll go with anything. But just don't make me come up with the 
ideas and talk to people, if really these are the things you want to do. 

Therefore listening deeply, as described by participants in this study, involves the ears, 

eyes, heart, and brain and is essential in collaboration. 

Participants' comments reflect both the importance of Iistening in collaboration and the 

underdevelopment of the skill on the part of a large number of people. In accordance 

with participants' views studies in communication reveal a vast discrepancy between the 

amount of time people spend listening and the training received in that skill (Barley, 



1982). Indeed, the need to develop the art of active listening is evident in the 

perspectives of participants in this study. 

Verbal Skills 

Verbal communication refers to words and their meaning, the content of spoken 

interaction. Participants focused on several dimensions of verbal communication 

including articulation, wording, and an approach to communication based on context. 

First, participants agreed that articulation is an important communication skill. Marly 

explained articulation as "being able to say things in a way that you're understood. It's 

advantageous to be articulate when you put forth the point of view of a question or a 

concern." Margaret added that in her work as school council chair "when you have an 

idea that you think might be really important and might really work well for the school, if 

you can't sell the idea to other people, then it's not going to go anywhere." According to 

participants, by speaking articulately individuals convey information, clarifL critical 

issues and expand and elaborate on points of view. Second, participants felt that 

"wording" is an essential skill in verbal communication. As William explained: "One of 

my words I have here, double underlined, is wording. It's so important the wording we 

use." Laura agreed with William and added that "mostly I stop more and think about 

what I'm going to say before I say it." Susan also stated that "choosing your words 

carehlly when you're talking about whatever the issue is supports the collaborative 

process." Alternately Elizabeth recounted her experience with a colleague who 

threatened the process because of her inability to selectively choose her words: 

She's rather abrasive and always just sort of throws her ideas out at 
everybody. I talked to her afterward explaining "that it wasn't going well. 
You were pushing your idea. The way you said it was making people feel 



uncomfortable. How can you help the process? Could you perhaps 
rephrase it or say it in a little different manner?" 

Although participants in this study understand the importance of and are skilled in verbal 

communication many authors including Cook and Friend (1 992), Hargreaves (1 997), 

O'Shea and OYShea (1 999), and Weiss et al. (1 992) have recommended that individuals 

in a collaborative environment (like the teacher in Elizabeth's story) need to continue to 

develop these interpersonal skills. Finally participants discussed the importance of 

context in shaping what is said. Keny described this skill as "trying to speak into 

peoples' listening." As he explained, "You have to figure out where they're at and then 

try and speak into that so that they hear what you're trying to say, not the opposite." The 

diverse nature of human interaction requires individuals to reflect more deeply and 

deliberately on the content of their communication. According to Keny and other 

participants "the key is to be very intentional in what you say and to tailor your 

communicative approach to the person or situation at hand." 

Nonverbal Communication 

Nonverbal communication, sometimes referred to as "body language" includes a 

large number of skills related to facial expressions, eye behaviour, gestures, body 

movement, touch, physical environment, personal space, vocal qualities, and personal 

styIe. For the purpose of discussion in this dissertation I use the broad term, nonverbal 

communication to include all of the categories of nonverbal cues that I have listed, 

whereas nonverbal behaviour is a subclass of nonverbal communication that is limited in 

application to human behaviour. In contrast to verbal responses nonverbal responses are 

seldom acknowledged on a level consistent with their importance. In fact recognition of 



the important role nonverbal communication plays in interpersonal interaction is a fairly 

recent development in communication research. Approximately 70% of our 

communication is nonverbal. Moreover nonverbal communication is instrumental in 

conveying attitudes and emotional meaning. As such nonverbal behaviour is effective in 

reducing conflict and promoting positive relationships. Because we use both verbal and 

nonverbal skills to form a message, it is important to consider both communication 

channels in determining meaning in a communicative situation. Adele offered her 

perspective: 

I think you really need to look at the emotions of the people involved and 
judge not just from what's being said, but what you can see in the faces of 
the people involved in the decision. 

According to Goleman (1995) "the key to intuiting another's feelings is in the ability to 

read nonverbal channels: tone of voice, gesture, facial expression, and the like" (p. 96). 

Unfortunately many speakers have limited awareness of their nonverbal cues and 

therefore are less able to mod@ them or make them congruent with their verbal 

statements. Adele agreed "a person has to be astute enough to be able to do that. And 

that's not easy." Other participants also believe that nonverbal skills are essential in 

collaboration. Lee offered his opinion: "Body language fits in there. A lot of people 

don't say anything but you certainly do get their impressions. So being able to read body 

language is a part of that." 

Nonverbal Cues Although several participants focused on the nonverbal skills 

associated with body language other participants felt that the nonverbal immediacy 

behaviours of approachability and nonverbal cues related to the physical environment are 

equally as important. First, approachability is a signal to other people that they can come 



near. An approachable person is relaxed, uses gestures, smiles, makes eye contact, and 

demonstrates a sense of openness to others. According to Margaret approachability 

conveys an attitude that is essential in collaboration. She offered this description: 

Just as long as you know that people are approachable, I don't think it 
matters whether they're the janitor, the principal, or a parent. You can go 
and communicate with them if they give you an approachable attitude. 
They will respect what you've said and keep it in confidence or act upon 
it. But you know that there's an open door and the person is approachable. 

Margaret's description of the "open door" sends the nonverbal message of availability 

that may also promote communication. Second, Susan and Keny suggested that cues 

related to the physical environment also classified as nonverbal communication are 

important aspects of collaboration. Specifically Kerry described furniture type and 

placement: 

I like what Susan said about coming with a round table because the setting 
and how you approach it does affect what's going to come out of it. So if 
you're sitting at a long skinny board room table with the CEO at the top 
and he's talking collaboration, then it's going to be a little more difficult 
than if everybody is around the table, or if there is no table. So you get rid 
of the trappings of authority and hierarchy. 

According to participants being skilled in nonverbal comu.nication involves an 

awareness of your own nonverbal cues and the ability to read such nonverbal messages in 

others. As Kerry explained "we become self-aware enough that we know what our 

habitual style is and we can recognize what the weaknesses of that are and see that there 

is a need for other styles and situations." Finally participants agreed that nonverbal 

communication has a significant impact on collaboration because of the important role of 

nonverbals in the communicative process. 



Emotional Com~etencies 

Goleman (1998) introduced the term emotional competency to describe learned, 

job related capabilities or skills that individuals develop based upon their emotional 

intelligence. Goleman (1995) identified five domains in his description of emotional 

intelligence including: self-awareness, managing emotions, motivating oneself, empathy, 

and adeptness in relationships. 

Understanding Others 

Participants in this study not only identified communication skills as necessary for 

collaboration, but they also described experiences which called for a different set of skills 

- more related to emotional factors. For example several participants expressed the 

importance of understanding others, an emotional competence based on empathy. Parents 

in particular in this study felt that working together includes sensing others' feelings and 

perspectives and taking an active interest in their concerns. Elizabeth suggested "You've 

got to put yourself in the other person's shoes and see things from their perspective, not 

just your own." Laura concurred and expressed this opinion: 

You put yourself in someone else's position and see it fiom the way 
they're trylng to describe it to you. Being able to sense how somebody 
else might feel about it. Lots of times you start at one end of the spectrum 
and by the time you've discussed it right through, suddenly you realize 
exactly where the other person is coming from, and maybe you can meet in 
the middle somewhere. 

Dorothy's views were similar to the other parents when she said: "You need to have the 

skill of understanding where people are coming fiom, listening to their ideas, and 

understanding what they're trying to say." The close connection between active listening 

and empathy is evident in Dorothy's comments. As such different skills sets may come 



into play simultaneously in collaborative situations. In this case the artfbl skill of 

understanding another person's perspective depends upon active listening - a 

communication skill. Clearly the basic communication skills provide the foundation for 

the development of more complex or advanced skills such as emotional competencies. 

Self-Awareness 

Participants also identified competencies related to emotional self-awareness as 

crucial skills in coIlaboration. According to Goleman (1998) individuals who know their 

emotions engage in accurate self-assessment, and have a strong sense of their own self- 

worth. Responding to my questioning about the skills needed in collaboration, Ken 

offered his perspective: 

It's a skill that a person has to have and I don't know how you develop it, 
but you've got to be confident that you can expose yourself to the group by 
taking that idea and dropping it on the table. It was important to you and 
you're exposing it to everybody else. 

Having the courage to speak out is an emotional competency based on self-confidence, a 

dimension of self-awareness described by Goleman. For participants in this study the 

development of self-awareness meant discovering their own voice and in so doing 

coming to their own sense of power. Addressing the same area of capability Jean added: 

The skills are Iearning to find your voice, learning to accept that not 
everyone will agree with you. You don't want to be criticized too much. 
You're not sure when someone is going to clamp down on you. You've 
got to learn to feel very comfortable - it takes quite a long time. 

Sharing her experience of the development of this competency, Dorothy explained: "I 

can be one of those quiet people and before I was chair, I used to be the person that would 

sit at a council meeting, maybe not like what I'm hearing but I wouldn't say anything.'' 

According to participants the capability to engage with others from a position of inner 



strength is a skill needed for collaboration. With inner strength, as Mary mentioned, 

"comes the courage to risk, and open yourself up, and say what you believe in." 

Another dimension of self-awareness that was important to several participants 

was knowing yourself, including being aware of your strengths and weaknesses. 

Basically this means that in a collaborative situation individuals need to recognize the 

strengths that they bring to the group but they also need to know when other people "can 

do it better." In this light Jean shared the following experience: 

I can think of one group I was a part of, there were people who were far 
more senior that I was. Once I knew that I was valued for my own role, 
then I was able to be myself. I realized that I did have expertise, and I did 
have things I could bring to the table. 

As Jean mentioned as a member of a group it is important for the individual not only to 

build on the diverse perspectives of others but also to recognize and value what he or she 

brings personally to the collaboration. Lee's experience reflects the role of self- 

knowledge in working with others: 

I recall one principal who made a big impact on me. We sat down at the 
beginning of the year and she said we all have gifts and talents. We need 
to look at what all the jobs are, and let's do the ones we want to do, and 
let's do the ones we're good at. 

Several strategies lead to self awareness including personal reflection and 

feedback from others. In describing her appointment to the principalship Mary expressed 

the importance of listening to what other people say about you in maintaining your own 

sense of self: "You have to be aware of what other people's perceptions are - even though 

you feel you're the same person." Goleman (1998) is in agreement with Mary's view and 

further stated that: "Superior performers intentionally seek out feedback; they want to 

hear how others perceive them" (p. 67). 



Participants understood but struggled to name the collaborative skills related to 

emotional intelligence. Perhaps the fact that emotional intelligence is a new concept 

(Goleman, 1995) added to the difficulty. Nevertheless, participants agreed that in 

collaboration workplace competencies related to emotional intelligence are required, and 

like other skills, can be learned. 

Decision Making and Problem Solving Skills 

According to Wood and Gray (1 991) "shared decision making is a collaborative 

approach in which superordinates and subordinates work together as equals to share and 

analyze problems together, generate and evaluative affirmatives, and attempt to reach 

agreement or consensus on decisions" (p. 140). This definition is consistent with Adele's 

description of her experience with shared decision making: 

We have gotten together as a group to make decisions not just one person, 
if it's done properly. So it only stands to reason that it's not a one-sided 
decision, it's well thought out and brainstormed by an educated group of 
people who can come up with realistic but strong reasons for doing 
something. 

Jean emphasized the sharing of ideas that takes place when people work together: 

"Whether it's teaching or the workplace you want people to make decisions, problem 

solve, and be independent. So then if that's what you're expecting of them, you can't 

expect them to also just blindly take orders." Several participants referred to the role of 

formalized school councils and other specific models for decision making. Because, as 

Adele mentioned, "there are so many different styles of decision making," most 

participants spoke in more general terms about what they felt are basic considerations for 

effective shared decision making. Participants' concerns about shared decision making 



included issues of group size, clarity of process, and protocol. Participants' comments 

related to each of these issues are presented in this section. 

Group Size 

Many participants described the challenge of sharing decisions and solving 

problems within a larger group. Lynne spoke passionately about her intense collaboration 

with a colIeague and wondered: 

If this energy happens between two individuals, how do you create that 
energy to take place among larger groups on your staff! How do you 
change it fkom the focus being inside the classroom to a sense of 
community for your school? How do you establish that? 

Ken added his thoughts: 

Many people are confident in a group of 4 or 5, some peopIe in a group of 
10 or 15 and some people even in a group of 100. But, at different levels, 
people start to clam up because they wonder, can I do this, or who cares in 
a group like this, or can I risk this? 

Adele echoed Ken's sentiments concerning the difficulty of finding your voice in 

a large group: "It's easier to vocalize if you're not worried about being shut down by the 

whole group. If it's one person that's hard enough but I think it's not as difficult as in a 

larger group. So I think more skills need to go into it.'' Mary summarized the sentiments 

of participants when she asserted: "You can't collaborate with 35 people!" Furthermore, 

as a member of a large staff, she fbrther explained how her school addressed the 

challenge: 

You have to physically switch things around. What we did is we had 4 
groups and each group took the same topic. There would be 7 or 8 people 
around the table, that your voices were heard. It allowed us to build trust 
with those people because on a staff of 35, you may not even see 
somebody for the entire week. In a smaller group, you build the 
conversation; you're more willing to share. 



Although participants agreed that shared decision making enables the group to express 

themselves, influence policy and procedures, and take ownership for implementation, 

they struggled with the problems associated with involving all stakeholders in decision 

making and governance. According to participants, as the group size increases, so do 

the challenges. 

Protocol 

Participants identified several procedures that they thought were essential in the 

protocol of any model of shared decision making. First, Susan suggested that "you need 

to bring in the skills that go along with professionalism so that people understand the 

ground rules that you're working toward. You're going to do things in a respectful 

manner because I've seen situations where collaboration has fallen apart. It's been less 

than respectful." Three of the principals in the study mentioned that it is essential that the 

group has the skills of brainstorming and that everyone knows the rules. As Ann 

elaborated, "many of us like to formulate our ideas as we go, so that goes back to putting 

the ideas on the table. You're not looking for evaluation - you're just throwing out an 

idea to help build on what's being looked at." Marly firther explained, "you examine the 

ideas and figure out which one fits and would be best for the whole." 

William described another procedure in shared decision making that he called 

"gifting." He explained in this way: "You can't always get 100% buy-in, so we use the 

word gifting. You'll gift this time because later on you will be gifted as well." Several 

participants agreed with William that "gifting" is a necessary skill in shared decision 

making, but they expressed concern over people who are not willing "to give" or let go of 

their idea. As AM cautioned, "Many people are used to consensus and compromise, and 



they know that on the whole that makes for a healthy relationship, But there are people 

who will not gift and I think that can be problematic." Marly firther added that it is 

essential to make sure that individuals who are in opposition to the group have had ample 

opportunity to voice their opinion so that they don't sabotage the decision. In such 

situations Marly recommended: "it is important for the individual who voices an 

opposing viewpoint to know that we honored your comments, we really did listen but for 

the good of the group we went forward." 

Several participants suggested that it is important to have an agenda for the 

meeting while others stressed the need for facilitation or steering of the process. In terms 

of agenda Dorothy explained that at her school council meetings, everyone has a portion 

of the agenda, there isn't one that's more important than any of the others." Marly agreed 

that as principal she does not chair her school's parent council meetings. As she 

explained, "I'm just this equal partner and everybody has the same voice." Participants 

did agree that whoever is the chair of a shared decision making situation needs to have 

the skills to facilitate the process. Margaret described a good facilitator as one "who 

brings forth some of her own ideas, but also makes sure that everyone else comes together 

and shares the ideas." 

Clearly the multiple variables or conditions in a given context shape the nature of 

shared decision making within that group. Participant comments indicate that within an 

open atmosphere of communication a basic protocol for effective decision making 

includes skills related to: professionalism, facilitation, brainstorming, "gifting," and 

setting and following an agenda. 



Participants not only talked about clarity around goals (see Chapter 4) but they 

also expressed the need for clarity in the decision making process. Clarity includes 

setting out procedures, expectations, and parameters for decision making so that all 

individuals who are involved understand how the group will arrive at decisions. Ann 

cautioned that "collaboration goes off the track because of lack of cIarity." Adele's story 

is poignant: 

I was thrown into my school half way through the year and was suddenly 
faced with this, this, and this (indicating up and down movements with her 
thumb). This, we were told is collaborative and participative decision 
making, but it was very uncomfortable. I haven't had courses in decision 
making but evidently that's voting. I finally rebelled. I had a real problem 
expressing my opinion by voting with my thumb, but that is what was 
decided. However, as new staff came on board, they weren't explaining 
why they were doing it. They had this sheet of paper, this is collaboration, 
this is consensus - but that's not enough. Just because they've been doing 
it for 6 or 7 years, maybe it's necessary to discuss whether this is serving 
our needs - should we continue, and maybe a quick refresher for new 
people so you're not alienating them. 

Keny echoed Adele's concern for clarity in the decision making process and described 

his efforts to maintain clarity in process within the context of his school council: 

You need to be clear and upfiont about your intent. Sometimes it is 
necessary to cut people off because we're going to finish at nine o'clock 
tonight. It's not that you don't think they have something to say, but rather 
you're clear about the deadline we've set. I do it to everybody. It's not 
just that you cut off one person all the time; it's everybody, so that it's fair. 
But to be clear that it's not that I don't want to hear you, but these are the 
ground rules that we set up and we want to stick to it. 

Clarity then, according to participants in this study, means that individuals have a 

common understanding of the shared decision making process in their particular school 

that enables everyone to participate with a sense of comfort and integrity. 



The basic skills of communication come into a more complex dynamic within 

shared decision making as participants engage in the strategies of brainstorming, 

facilitation, and "gifting" within a protocol of courtesy and respect. Furthermore, 

according to participants, the prerequisite of effective communication is also a 

requirement for clarity within the sharing process. 

Conflict Resolution 

Participants agreed that conflict seems to be a necessary part of the collaborative 

process (see Chapter 4, the Dynamics of Collaboration). However because conflict 

contains the seeds of breakthrough in the change process, participants stressed that the 

resolution of conflict results in better solutions to problems and the willingness of 

everyone to accept the decision. Participants felt that all stakeholders need the skills of 

conflict resolution which in itself is a strategy that requires effective communication 

skills. The effectiveness of any model of conflict resolution requires individuals to 

develop their abilities in the art of communication by acquiring greater knowledge, skills, 

and experience in the total process. As Mary stated, "In situations of conflict, through 

open dialogue we agree to let certain things go even though they're not resolved to the 

point that we would like them to be, but we put those things aside or we agree to disagree 

on certain things and focus on more important issues." Elizabeth further described the 

role of effective communication in the resolution of conflict. She explained, "There will 

be someone who won't get exactIy what they want. If the process has been a good one 

because people have contributed their ideas and their resources and you truly believe it 

was a good decision, it really lessens that feeling of loss." Marly agreed that inevitably 

there will be individuals who "don't get exactly what they want" because "to get 



consensus on everything is not going to happen." However, according to participants, 

when conflicting opinions, ideas, and issues are addressed and resolved through open and 

honest communication, people are more willing "to buy in" and support the decision. 

Furthermore discussion carried out in a positive spirit of mutual inquiry with everyone 

feeling the process is open and fair leads to the best decisions. The comments of 

participants are in accordance with the view of Fullan (1 999) who stated: "Consensus 

would be pleasant, but actually is impossible to achieve except through superficial 

agreement" (p. 22). Given Fullan's perspective and the sentiments of participants in this 

study, conflict resolution becomes an essential skill for all stakeholders within the 

collaborative reform context of today's schools. 

Team Building 

Team building emphasizes the analysis of work procedures and activities to 

improve productivity, relationships among members, the social competence of members, 

and the ability of the team to adapt to changing conditions (Johnson & Johnson, 1991). 

Team abilities come into play anytime people work together toward a common goal, 

whether in a group of two or three or in an entire organization. As a new principal in a 

school Ken described his efforts to build a team: 

You want people who buy in so the staff starts to become a group who 
have some stake in the school as opposed to people who were just there 
when you got there. I think that's team building. You start to build a team 
around a goal and some of the people who were there initially will become 
part of the team because they believe in the goal, and then you will bring 
in others. 

Marly agreed with Ken's notion that a group of people begins to come together as a team 

when they "buy in" to the school's goals and direction. She described team building as 



"needing everybody in order to make a great school with everyone committed to what 

you're doing." 

Within the context of successful collaboration participants often referred to 

themselves or others as team players. Alternately they recalled teaming situations that did 

not evolve or result in a collaborative relationship. Teaming then, according to 

participants' experiences, does not necessarily equate to collaborating. The essentiaI 

meaning that the two concepts have for participants is captured quite simply in the words 

of two of the principals in the study. According to Marly: "A truly collaborative person 

sees it as a team." In contrast, Mary declared, "I was in a teaming situation where I was 

the only collaborator." Nevertheless, the skills needed to build a team are similar to those 

necessary for collaboration including communication skills and emotional competencies. 

Members of a team trust their teammates and through open and honest communication 

develop the relationships needed to work together collaboratively. 

To summarize, participants in this study named and discussed a variety of skills 

necessary for collaboration. Based on participants' experience of collaborative behaviours 

I grouped the identified skills into five categories in order to present the data. The skill 

sets included communication skills, emotional competencies, shared decision making and 

problem solving, conflict resolution, and team building skills. Next I will present 

findings that pertain to how participants acquired the skills described in this section. 

Learning the Skills: Gaining the Knowledge 

In this section I present findings related to Subsidiary Question 2(a): " How have 

participants gained their knowledge and skills in collaboration?" In response to focus 

group questions such as "What's the best way to learn about collaboration?" participants 



shared many personal perspectives about how they learned to be collaborative, The intent 

was to discover what learning experiences gave participants the framework and tools to 

work collaboratively. Participants identified five instructional activities that contributed 

to the successfbl acquisition and transfer of knowledge and skills to collaborative 

settings. These activities included learning about collaboration through modeling, 

mentoring, practice, training arid experience. The experiences of participants in this study 

are consistent with the research of Joyce and Showers (1980) who synthesized the 

literature on teacher education and identified similar methods for skill acquisition. 

Findings related to how participants used each of the activities as an opportunity for 

learning to be collaborative are presented next. 

To begin, however, it is important to note that participants in this study agreed 

that the skills needed in collaboration can be learned. As Laura stressed, "they're all 

learned skills, while Kerry added, "I think any communication skill can be learned." 

Participants' understanding is consistent with the research of Kurtz and Riccardi (1983) 

who described communication as learned behaviour. Furthermore basic communication 

skills such as verbal and nonverbal behaviour and listening provide the foundation for 

learning more complex behaviours that include conflict resolution, facilitation, and 

problem solving in a shared context (Hudson & Glomb, 1997). As well, according to 

Goleman (1998) individuals can also cultivate the skills related to emotional competence. 

Modeling 

Stakeholders fi-om the four roles represented in this study agreed that one of the 

ways that they learned to be collaborative is by watching others. Mary clearly articulated 

her sentiments on the power of positive modeling: "Models are important to all of us. We 



learn fiom modeling in different ways. We're always learning from each other when we 

see something." Participants were in agreement that in learning a new behaviour, having 

access to someone who exemplifies the competence or skill at its best is immensely 

helpful. Moreover although several participants mentioned that they had learned 

behaviours from high status people in the organization, others indicated that any 

individual within a group may embody collaborative competencies. For example Marly, 

now a principal herself, recalled having worked with and learned from some wonderfbl 

administrators that were collaborative. She explained: "Twenty years ago they were great 

people and they have gone on within our board to some very high powered positions 

because that's the nature that they are - they can collaborate very well." On the other 

hand Susan offered her opinion that "you learn these skills through modeling from 

administration, but also fkom your colleagues." Speaking from a parent's perspective, 

Kerry confirmed: "It's not just the principal who has to mode1 that. It has to be part of the 

rest of the school council. You model it yourself within the chair or the executive. There 

are lots of people on the staff who are good communicators." Adele agreed that in her 

experience she had acquired skills through "the modeling fiom other people within the 

group who aren't leaders or administrators." She further suggested that it is important "to 

pick up those people who are skilled and use them as co-chairs or alternate chairs. Let 

someone else take it and establish some good techniques." Furthermore several 

participants felt that "watching others" may also teach you what not to do. Laura 

recounted her experience in learning the role and responsibilities involved as chair of her 

school council: 



I learned a lot watching other chair people. Sitting back as a parent at 
meetings and listening to how things were handled. I learned a lot from 
the previous people who had the role - positive and negative. Some of the 
things I saw I have tried very hard never to do. 

Modeling involves setting an example. Individuals who have strongly developed 

communication skills are good role models simply because of who they are and the way 

they behave. Nothing communicates more clearly than what a person does. Participants 

in this study recognized the importance of good modeling in the acquisition of their 

personal skills. In fact according to several participants, lack of exposure to effective 

modeling of collaboration may result in the continuation of isolated models of work in 

schools. As William explained: 

When you have teachers who have never had the collaborative process 
modeled for them, they are quite shocked that you want the input. They're 
used to being fed, everything is on the plate, given to them. They just 
want the administrator to make a decision. They don't want to be a part of 
it -just tell us. They don't want to have to sit through meetings. 

Modeling of collaboration can take place naturally in the day-to-day interactions 

within a group of people in an organization. Furthermore within the school context the 

effective modeling of collaboration provides the opportunity not only for adults but also 

for children to learn to work together in collaborative ways. Parents and educators were 

in agreement, as Susan mentioned, "that it's important that kids are collaborative as 

well." Margaret supported the importance of providing a strong model for children. She 

stated, "As individual parents, we are role models for our children." Susan agreed that it 

is difficult to teach children to be collaborative without modeling or being collaborative 

yourself. She explained: 

I think it's important to be collaborative in my school and the staff to be 
collaborative, but I need to be collaborative in my classroom. Do I have a 



collaborative classroom or are my kids sitting in rows isolated? Are they 
working in groups? Are they collaborating? 

Consistent with the views of participants in this study, researchers have proposed formats 

for teaching collaboration that require individuals in instructional positions to model 

collaborative interaction themselves. In so doing instructors provide a model for what the 

course or training itself requires of the students (Hudson & Glomb, 1997; Karasoff, 1999; 

Knapp et al., 1994). 

Practice 

Several participants agreed that they developed their collaborative skills through 

repetition and review. For example sharing her administrative perspective Elizabeth 

commented that "over many, many years you begin to refine those skills with lots and lots 

of practice." Similarly Marly felt that "the opportunity to practice collaboration with 

peers" contributed to her understanding and skill development. Within the context of 

practice participants described "trial and error" and "learning from mistakes" as important 

experiences. As Laura explained, "the more you do, the better you get at it." Participant 

views are consistent with current theory in communication that states that as with other 

skills, considerable repetition and reiteration is needed in order to develop basic 

communication skills to their maximum potential (Riccardi & Kurtz, 1983). Furthennore 

with repeated chances to practice a skill over an extended period of time, Elizabeth added 

her view that "communication skills become more natural." 

Participants from two different roles described their experience of practicing 

collaboration in a controlled situation. As a beginning teacher Elizabeth recalled leanzing 

about collaboration through a planned role playing situation." This was in the good old 



days when there were such things as a workshop for new teachers. We actually did role 

plays. If this is a difficult person and you're trying to collaborate, what do you do?" As 

chair of her parent school council Laura also said: "I've attended workshops where you 

put yourself into a situation and you learn not do that, or you learn how to get around that, 

or how you're going to deal with that person because you know they haven't changed 

since that last meeting." In the experience of these two participants, role plays enabled 

them to spend time practicing the skills rather than merely talking about the competence. 

In this way they were able to move beyond conceptualization of a skill such as empathy 

or listening and move into doing or practice. 

Participants in this study practiced their collaborative skills in either simulated or 

actual interpersonal situations. According to participants the continuing development of 

skills requires practice to build on skills already attained and to experiment with more 

complex concepts and skills. The issue of training, or preparation for collaboration, is 

related to practice, and is presented in the next section. 

Training 

Although participants in this study felt that it is important to learn about and 

develop skills in collaboration, they expressed concern with models of learning that focus 

on training people to be collaborative. Participants worried about training that occurs as 

externally-provided support for collaboration and does not consider individual 

background, experience, and context. Susan cautioned that "you can take courses on 

collaboration, but the problem is if you start to teach this, you get a checklist thing going 

and it becomes stilted. It doesn't flow nicely." Adele concurred and added "that's 

exactly what happens, you get that step by step as if someone has been trained and has not 



really seen it in action. It's not internalized." Participants' concerns over standard 

training programs where everyone goes through a "cookie-cutter" experience are echoed 

by Guskey (1986) who has shown that training programs must give credit to the 

individual's available knowledge and experience. As well the professional context of the 

individual circumscribes what can be achieved through training. 

Several participants talked about course work and reading as a way to begin to 

learn about collaboration. Lee offered his experience: 

I've taken courses at university and talked about collaboration and how 
collaboration works. Having some prior knowledge before you try to 
implement it on a staff is not a bad way of going about it rather then just 
jumping in. 

Ann, also an administrator, added that "there's some awareness that we can get fiom 

reading. However, collaboration is a process. So, therefore, most processes you learn 

fiom experience.'' Am's observation that the development of collaborative skills 

depends more on practice or experience than on talking about the competence is 

consistent with Goleman's (1998) finding that practice sessions have double the impact 

on job performance as the presentation of concepts alone. Similarly, participants agreed 

that a significant difference exists between knowing about the skills, behaviours, and 

attitudes of collaboration and being a good collaborator in practice. The importance of 

experiential learning in the development of collaborative skills is presented later as the 

final topic in this section. 

Mentoring 

For participants in this study, successfil collaboration involved reciprocal 

learning in which "everyone is continually learning fiom each other." As Mary explained 



"by having collaboration to learn together" participants not only gained knowledge in the 

topic of their collaboration but they also acquired skills and understanding about 

collaboration itself by supporting, encouraging, and mentoring each other in the process. 

However although many participants described learning about collaboration by 

experiencing or "living it," only two participants used the term mentoring to describe the 

mutual learning that took place as they "figured out" how to work together and laid out 

the process. Two reasons may explain why participants were reluctant to use the term 

mentoring to explain their collaborative learning. First the traditional model of mentoring 

is based upon a hierarchical framework of status and power in which the mentor passes 

on expertise to the novice mentee. In this one-way relationship the mentor is defined as 

guide while the mentee is in a subservient role. Alternately, in this study, participant 

recounts of their collaborative experiences were grounded in social equality that 

recognized and valued the contribution of each individual (see Chapter 4, Equality and 

Shared Responsibility). In this vein in the current literature on mentoring, authors have 

used the tenn co-mentoring to refer to relationships that are reciprocal and mutuaI in 

which each member of the group offers support to everyone else thereby expanding group 

understanding and improving the groups' effectiveness (Lick, 2000; Mullen, 2000; 

Mullen, Cox, Boettcher, & Adoue, 1 997). Second, mentoring has traditionally been 

carried out in pairs. Oftentimes participants in this study described colIaborative 

experiences that involved groups of people. Accordingly Fullan and Hargreaves (2000) 

have called for a new vision of mentoring which sees mentoring moving from being 

performed in pairs to becoming an integral part of the culture of a school (p. 55). 



Therefore within the context of their collaborations participants described having 

the opportunity to model and practice new concepts and skills. As such they served as 

mentors for each other in learning about and acquiring the skills needed to work 

collaboratively. 

Experience 

Participants in this study all agreed that experiential content is at the core of 

learning how to collaborate. Participants overwhelmingly felt that life itself is the true 

arena for learning about collaboration. As Ann expressed: 

It's so experiential in learning and practicing collaboration. A 
collaboration kit might say: "Be careful when you use collaboration this 
way, be sure to use collaboration that way." We could put those kinds of 
things on paper, as they have a thousand times in books. But, 
collaboration is a life experience kind of knowledge. It's life-long 
learning. 

Ken, also speaking from the perspective of a principal, concurred with Ann's sentiments 

while m h e r  extending the image of a colIaboration kit: 

I'm visualizing that you go to the teacher's store and you buy a 
collaboration kit and it's going to teach you how to collaborate. No. We 
said earlier in this conversation that collaboration is something you have to 
live. You can't live something that you buy in a kit - it just doesn't work. 
And you can't live something that you have procedural chart, or a diagram, 
or an assumed right way and wrong way. A kit would presuppose a recipe 
because with kits you get instructions. I don't know, do you put two parts 
respect, one part trust? 

Participants in other roles also agreed that they learned about being collaborative through 

personal collaborative experiences. For example Kerry's comments are reflective of the 

sentiments of parents in the study: 

It's just the experience of doing it. And life, I'm sure I'm a much more 
collaborative person than I was at age 20. At age 20, I was a much more 
self-interested, ego centered kind of person, but I think as you grow, as 



you get more experience, and as you work more you develop collaborative 
skills. 

Participants' views that experiential modes of learning are best suited to the 

acquisition of the emergent and situation-specific knowledge needed for collaboration are 

echoed by researchers who have incorporated a focus on experiential learning into the 

design of new interprofessional cuniculum for teaching collaboration (Karasoff, 1999; 

Knapp et al., 1999; McCroskery & Robertson, 2 999). Other authors such as Fullan 

(1 998) and Hoover and Achillis (1996) have also noted that the complex and contextual 

nature of collaboration has made it difficult to follow a step-by-step recipe for 

implementing the process. Finally focusing again on the experiential nature of learning 

about and acquiring the skills of collaboration, Ann offered this summation: "That's why 

you can't get the collaboration kit, because it's tied to a lot of variabIes." 

sumrnw 

Through description of the lived experiences of participants in the context of 

personal collaboration, this chapter presented findings related to the skills and attitudes 

that participants identified as important in their work together. In presenting the findings, 

I grouped the skills into five categories based on their content and relationship to each 

other. The skill sets included communication, emotional competencies, decision making 

and problem solving, conflict management, and team building skills. In the second part 

of the chapter I presented findings concerning the kind of learning experiences that for 

participants resulted in the acquisition of collaborative knowledge, understanding, and 

skills. These activities included learning about collaboration through modeling, 



mentoring, practice, training, and experience. In the next chapter I will present findings 

related to the role of the principal in fostering collaboration within the school. 



Chapter 6 - Leadership for Collaboration 

Introduction 

In this chapter I present findings related to Specific Research Question 3: "What 

are the ways in which the principal influences collaboration?" As with the other key 

research questions posed in this study two related questions are subsumed in Specific 

Research Question 3: (a) "How has the role of the principal changed in the collaborative 

context?" and (b) "In what ways do principals support collaboration in schools?" 

Participants' responses related to question 3(a) concerning the changing role of the 

principal were grouped into several major themes including role redefinition, stakeholder 

understanding of new roles, and principal voice. First I present findings that emerged 

from participants' discussion on the principal's changing role. As well several sub- 

themes derived from the data sources are presented under the broad theme of the 

changing role of the principal including complexity of role, relationships and principal 

accountability. 

The Redefinition of the Principal's Role 

Many participants in this study agreed that working collaboratively within the 

context of shared governance and shared decision making entails a changing leadership 

role for the principal. As Lee commented: 

I think the role of  the principal in collaboration has changed a lot. The role 
used to be more defined. The leader, the boss made decisions and just told 
us about it. That was the way it was when I started my career. 

Jean's early experiences were similar to Lee's. She recalled: 

The old role was top down. You were the leader, you did it my way, there 
was a certain way of doing things, and that's what you did. And the 



"drones" did what they were told. But now in the 21st century, we're 
looking for intelligent employees. 

From a principal's perspective, Mary added that: "Our ideas around leadership and being 

more of a leader of learning are very different fiom probably the idea of the principal that 

many of us experienced going through school." Based on her extensive experience as a 

principal, Ann also agreed that the role of the principal in school governance has 

changed: " Many communities are used to thinking the principal makes the decisions, and 

maybe that has been the pattern, but more principals are working collaboratively with 

their schools." Speaking from the parent's perspective and as a volunteer in schools for 

many years Margaret confirmed that she also has seen a change in the way the principal 

works with others: 

Judging back fiom when I first came on board in the elementary school 
nine years ago, now I see that parents are asked their opinion and their 
advice a lot more. Whether you're the chairperson, or whether you're 
walking down the hall, the principal is always keen to find out and get 
everybody's opinion so that it's not her school, it's ow school, and you are 
having a big say in it. I've seen a big difference and I'm very happy. 

Finally Dorothy's words clearly represent the view of parents in the study concerning the 

principal's role in the school with respect to other stakeholders: "The open door policy 

has to be there. The principal has to be open to what the parents' needs are and what we 

have to say. That's got to be there." 

According to participants' accounts the image of the principal has moved away 

from the traditional view of the principal that has been premised on positional power in a 

hierarchical organization and has evolved to a conception of the leader as one of many 

creative, caring, collaborative individuals in the school. As Mary succinctly expressed 

fiom her perspective as a principal, "the top-down style of leading is not the best way to 



go about making good decisions in a school setting. Important decisions need to involve 

a lot of people." Participants' comments about the principalship are reflected in the 

extensive body of current literature that examines the educational leader's role within the 

context of recent reform initiatives such as site-based management and shared decision 

making. Many authors (Christensen, 1992; Conley & Goldman, 1994; Haskin, 1995; 

Leithwood, 1992; Murphy, 1994; Prestine, 1991) who have written on the topic of the 

new school leader have presented ideas and research which parallels the views and 

perspectives of this study's participants. For example Christensen (1992) argued that 

principals are faced with changing their role from one existing at the top of the 

hierarchical pyramid to one of "orchestrating from the sidelines" (p. 18). Similarly, 

Murphy (1994) referred to this relatively new phenomenon as "leading from the center" 

rather than "leading fi-om the top" (p. 25). Prestine, (1991) researched the principal's role 

in restructuring and concluded that the principal's participation with others had to be as 

an equal. Prestine's conclusions are supported by Sergiovanni (1994) and Barth (1991) 

and are consistent with the opinions and experiences of participants in this study who 

view all stakeholders as equal members of a coIlaborative community with shared 

responsibility for decision making (see Chapter 4). 

However although participants agree that leadership roles are different under the 

school based management concept, several participants expressed the concern over 

principals who fear the loss of personal power and prestige and are unable or unwilling to 

share control. Adele shared her concerns: "We've got some principals who I think still 

try to control more because of the power thing. I don't understand how some people get 

to be in the position of leadership." As Adele mentioned principals may be reluctant to 



distribute power and control to allow all stakeholders to influence the discussion about 

the collaborative effort. As well, some administrators may not relish the idea of giving up 

their traditional roles for strange, uncomfortable, and uncertain ones. As Lee pointed out 

"the traditional role used to be more defined." Furthemore although the findings of this 

study indicate that collaborative ways can be learned, it may be that some principals may 

not be able to reshape their personally held beliefs and behaviors developed over the 

course of a career. 

Moreover despite role changes participants affirmed that the principal continues to 

be a key player within school reform initiatives. School-based planning and decision 

making does not eliminate the need for a strong leader who can spearhead change. 

However as principals move away from being the decision maker to involving others in 

the process, they also engage with stakeholders in the school in different ways as they 

continually redefine their work. According to participants the success of shared decision 

making depends on the behaviors and beliefs of the principal. As Kerry explained, "It's 

very much the role of the principal to start the collaborative ball rolling. "Elizabeth 

agreed that "the principal sets the tone for collaboration." Echoing the sentiments of 

many participants Susan offered these comments: "The principal must be a collaborator. 

If the principal isn't collaborative then it's just not going to happen in your school. It may 

occur in small pockets but overall the school is gravely affected." In this regard 

participants' views are consistent with various researchers (Bredeson, 1993; Haskin, 

1995; Rosenblum, Louis, & Rossmiller, 1994) who have addressed the meaning of 

leadership in participatory management and have found that the presence of strong 



leadership that was facilitative, democratic, and collaborative contributed to the 

successful implementation of site-based management. 

Finally it is important to note that role redefinition for the principal implies an 

accompanying role change for other stakeholders in the school. By implication school 

leadership has expanded to include teachers and parents as well as principals. 

Accordingly new patterns of interactions and participation place demands on all 

individuals to work in different ways. Teachers are viewed as a source of expertise rather 

than as the implementers for others' ideas or plans for improvement of practice. Parents 

are crucial stakeholders possessing knowledge and expertise about their children that are 

not available to anyone else. Dorothy's perspective represents the view of other parents in 

this study: 

I think the role of the parent in the school has changed greatly over the last 
few years. If the principal is not comfortable with parents being in the 
school, wanting to be a part of the decision making, then there are going to 
be very negative feelings and poor relationships. I think most parents 
would agree that they want to be a part of that decision making and feel 
like we've had an advisory role. 

Susan described the new role of teachers and parents as partners in the education of 

children. She elaborated in this way: 

We both have expertise. It's a symbiotic relationship. I need your input 
and I also need your respect and trust that I am a professional, skilled, 
knowledgeable, and experienced in the field of education. 

Clearly, participants' comments indicate that working collaboratively has involved a 

redesign of work not only for the principal, but for all the educational stakeholders. 

These findings are consistent with the work of Bredeson (1 993) who documented similar 

role changes for the principal and other community members in restructured schools. 



Complexity 

Participants described the principal's role as "multi-faceted and complex." 

Within the framework of site-based management principals are expected to become 

facilitators of decision making, provide and share information, develop networks of 

relationships, share authority with and be accountable to communities, and manage the 

many components associated with shared decisions making (Murphy, 1994; Prestine, 

1991; Weiss & Cambone, 1994). In addition the principal's role is made even more 

complex and demanding by the social and demographic conditions imposed on schools 

by a postmodern society (see Chapter 4, "Why Collaborate?" ). Marly's description of 

her work as a principal reflects the complexity of the role: 

The principalship has changed a lot. More and more is landing on my 
shoulders. A lot has to do with the nature of today's parents. We see a lot 
more of the bullying parent who has forgotten that we are here for the 
good of at1 children. They are coming in with a hidden agenda, but we are 
so welcoming because the kids we work with today are very difficult. They 
come with complex issues. You would be mazed at the needs of these 
children. There are new syndromes every day - some I've never ever 
heard of, We're expected to meet their needs plus the needs that are 
totally different of six other children and still do it within the budget we're 
allotted. So you are truly inundated with always making decisions about 
what is best for children. And then, you have parents who have certain 
things they want on the agenda but they don't see the big picture. 

Laura, as a parent volunteer, offered her observations on the work of the principal in her 

school: "1 find that this year, as chairperson, I'm even more aware of all things that our 

principal is involved in and I wonder how she fits it all in. I try to help her at the school 

level so that she doesn't have as much of the day-to-day stuff." 

According to participants not only are principals dealing with complexity within 

the content of what they do, but also that very work often demands new and different skill 



sets that principals may or may not have (see Chapter 5 for a full description of 

collaborative skills). In fact working in collaborative ways presents new challenges for 

principals and typically calls for the achievement of more complex skills and 

understanding. As Jean concluded, "The skill of administration must come into play to 

either make collaboration work or not." This view is in accordance with the argument of 

many authors (Bredeson, 1993; Hudson & Glomb, 1997; Morris, 1998; O'Shea & 

O'Shea, 1995; Roy, 1995; Welch, 1998) who have stated that the increased complexity 

and change in the principals' job call for a new strata of leadership skills that are more 

sophisticated and complicated. With today's emphasis on collaborative decision making, 

principals, and other stakeholders (as previously discussed in this dissertation in Chapter 

5) require skills in facilitating groups, reaching consensus, resolving conflicts, and team 

building (Whitaker, 1 998). 

Developing Relationships 

Findings presented in Chapter 4 indicated that relationships are the "building 

blocks of collaboration." Furthermore as a profound theme in this study, the importance 

of developing relationships emerged again as participants emphasized the interpersonal 

dimensions in the principalship. Several participants referred to the "art of relationships" 

as the abilities that undergird leadership and interpersonal effectiveness. For example 

Jean referred to her current principal as a "good people person." She elaborated in this 

way: 

I think people skills and leadership and relationships can either be an art or 
a science. If it's an art, it's an intuitive thing, it comes naturally. The 
people who do it well seem to have a natural flair. They may hone it, they 
may over the years make it better, they may practice certain things to make 



themselves better, but a real leader has probably got that relationship thing 
with people fkom day one, and that's really what makes them a leader. 

Adele offered agreement that people skills are important for principals in establishing the 

relationships that are necessary for collaborative work: 

In choosing leaders, the main thing is people and personal relationships. I 
think a lot of people can talk a good vision line, but I'm not sure people 
can really fool you deep down if you watch them closely, or really get 
honest opinions from people on their personal skills. 

Susan described how her principal worked to establish relationships in a new school: 

We have a new principal this year who came with a real strength in people 
skills. It started right there with her developing relationships with the 
staff, and all of her good communication skills, and her ability to make the 
staff feel important and valued and that their opinion was going to be 
taken into consideration - whatever the issue that was collaborated on. 

In accordance with the findings in this study the importance of principals developing 

networks of relationships is well-documented in the literature especially as related to 

restructuring and change (Goldman et al., 1 993; Prestine, 1 99 I). In working together 

with other stakeholders to solve problems and to make decisions the principal has the 

significant responsibility to develop the trusting relationships that are central to the 

success of collaborative endeavours. 

Princi~al Accountabilitv 

Closely associated with shared decision making and site-based management is the 

changing role of the principal in regard to accountability. The dilemma associated with 

accountability is that although principals are required to share decisions at the school site, 

they are the ones ultimately responsible and accountable for those decisions. Therefore 

although principals in this study believe in shared responsibility in decision making and 



are willing to share authority, they expressed discomfort and tension over policy that 

states that the principal is ultimately responsible for decisions in the school. As Ken so 

colorfblly articulated, "Regardless of who makes the decision, when the rubber hits the 

road, it's the administrator who is going to wear the horns over the decision." Given that 

understanding Ken maintained that "you've got to be very clear in your mind as to which 

decisions you will offer up and to whom.'' Ann also expressed her dilemma over the 

principal's bottom-line accountability: 

I truly look for the day when a person, in the role of principal, would not 
necessarily be viewed in that position - and then I think you would have 
more collaboration. But because we still say, in the school life, in all sorts 
of policies, the principal is ultimately responsible, there is a point when 
I'm not going to be truly collaborative, until it says the school staff is 
responsible for it. But our society is not there yet. 

Therefore although shared decision making requires principals to share authority and 

leadership with other stakeholders, at the same time central authorities have imposed a 

degree of constraint and external control on them in terms of accountability. 

Understanding how power is negotiated, shared, and balanced in schools remains an 

ongoing challenge for principals and other stakeholders in education. 

Understanding the Princi~al's Changing Role 

Participants agreed that the principal's role has changed, but they cautioned that 

understanding how the principal works in new ways is an ongoing process both for 

principals themselves and for other stakeholders. As Adele explained, "I think that 

perceptions of the principal as the boss are changing. If people do still see the principal 

that way, they start to question why and try to chip away at the power." Lee offered his 

thoughts that: 



Although the role of the principal in collaboration has changed a lot, it's 
really difficult because some people are still holding on to "the boss" kind 
of vision. I think teachers are holding on to it. Maybe it's more 
convenient to hold onto the boss vision when something tough comes up. 
But some principals are holding on to it too. Perhaps it's easier in their 
minds -like I'm just saving people &om having to make these decisions, 
or maybe it's a power issue. 

Lee's comments indicate that it requires relearning and a shift of attitude on the 

principal's part to involve others in decision making. Accordingly principals themselves 

need to come to new understandings of leadership within their changing work context. 

Mary's experience as a principal also reflects the challenge of helping teachers and 

parents to understand the changing role of the principal: 

Coming to the role of the principal, more often than not you are a 
collaborative teacher, you work with others, and that's why you've come 
to the role of principal. You expect people will see you in that way. But 
some people see you in an administrator's role, which unfortunately makes 
it more difficult to establish trust and do things naturally. I'm not saying 
everyone has that "us and them" mentality, but you hear about people 
coming to the principalship and feeling kind of alone, feeling like their 
colleagues treat them in different ways. 

Elizabeth offered her agreement that there often is not a clear understanding of the 

principal's role and suggested that, "Perhaps we haven't been very good advocates at 

defining what the role of the principal is in these changing times. Well, what do they do 

in that office all day anyway?" 

To this end participant discussion also focused on how they have come to an 

understanding of the changing role of the principal. For the most part parents and 

teachers in this study indicated that they had learned about the principal's role through 

observation, communication, and sharing of how principals do their work. For example 

Margaret offered that as a parent, she has a greater understanding of what her principal 



does "through talking and seeing first hand what goes into the job. There's so much more 

communication and understanding on both sides. I have a better understanding of what 

it's like to be a principal." Laura added that as chair of her school council, "I am dealing 

with all the teachers and the principal in our school. They see us regularly, they know 

exactly what we're doing, and we try hard to understand what they are doing as well. 

That makes us all aware." When probed as to how she became aware of what the 

principal is busy with, Laura pondered, "She tells me. I think that's just part of it because 

I'm there." Mary agreed with other participants that in order to help other stakeholders 

understand the principal's role it is important to share information about how you work 

and what you believe. She described her experience in sharing her vision and beliefs 

about her work with the parent council of her new school: 

I think it's important to have the courage to risk and open yourself up and 
say what some of the things are that you believe in. I remember the first 
time that I spoke with the school council after I got appointed to the 
school. One of the things I said was I don't believe that being a principal 
is about having and holding all the power. I felt it was really important to 
know that I wanted to hear what people felt and that I consider myself to 
be very open and interested in what everyone's ideas are and value them. 

Finally echoing the sentiments of other participants, Lee suggested that the re-education 

of all individuals to the changing role of the principal is best accomplished through 

conversation together about "how we're doing this." 

Principal Voice 

Although participants agreed that the principal continues to be a key player in the 

shared governance of the school, they expressed some concern about how and when the 

principal's voice enters the decision making discussion. Principals in particuIar felt that 

when leaders express their opinion too early in the conversation, the group generates 



fewer ideas, and so makes poorer decisions. Ann described the challenge of participating 

equally while "wearing the principal's hat": 

When we're talking about collaboration - putting ideas on the table, risk 
taking and all that, when you're the principal, in some ways you almost 
lose that privilege. I've discovered as principal that sometimes every 
thought, every idea that comes out of my mouth, somebody takes seriously 
-and I'm not even taking them seriously! When I was a teacher, I had 
more freedom to do that, and it's been a hard adjustment for me to learn 
that I don't. But, I haven't even learned it yet. I keep doing it and peopIe 
come back and say, "Well you said. I did? And you listened? You 
thought I meant something by that?" I thought I was just sitting around 
talking and somebody took it as the bottom line. 

Other principaIs share A n n ' s  experience and dilemma. Ken offered these comments: 

I need to be careful about what I say. As Ann said, I can't just drop it in 
conversation because somebody is going to pick it up and say: "Well, she 
said, and you know who she is, she's the principal." Sometimes I think we 
probably have to be untrue to ourselves to be able to be good collaborators 
by opting out at times. 

Mary concurred with the other principals and added: 

A casual comment may be interpreted in a different way. You have to be 
careful in a leadership position about stating your own opinion on an issue 
because position can sway. 

Other stakeholders also recognize the challenge that principals face in coming to an 

understanding of how they navigate their role in shared decision making. For example 

Margaret commented: 

My principal is a good facilitator. She brings forth some of her own ideas, 
but also makes sure that everyone else comes together and shares ideas. 
There were a couple of occasions when she was quite passionate on 
something we had discussed previously, but when she got to the meeting, I 
could tell she was burying her passion because she wanted everyone to 
collaborate together, to come together with ideas. I admired her for being 
able to do that because that's hard when you're passionate about 
something. 

Similarly, Jean had these comments about her principal: 



If she believes in something, mostly she doesn't tell you. She keeps her 
views and she listens, and she'll go with the flow. But if she believes in 
something that isn't popular, but she really thinks it so, she will say, this is 
what I believe, but I'm open to persuasion if you can give me your reasons. 

The experience of the participants in this study is in accordance with Golernan's (1998) 

argument that when leaders hold back their views and act mainly as facilitators of the 

group's process not expressing them until later in the discussion, the outcome is a better 

decision. 

That said participants also agreed that it is imperative for the principal's voice to 

be heard in the discussion. As Susan explained, "The principal has the responsibility to 

lay the cards on the table so the decision is made well." Susan and other participants felt 

that the principal's role in collaboration is similar to other stakeholders in the process, in 

that within the context of shared decision making and responsibility, principals also need 

to share their perspectives based on their experiences and knowledge, Susan elaborated 

in this way: 

The principal is a leader, a manager, someone who generally has more 
experience and knowledge. This is part of their role in this process. If 
they have a feeling that something isn't going to work, whether it's based 
on their experience, knowledge, or education, I think that part of their role 
is to let people h o w  why they think it won't work. That is part of 
collaboration. Then everyone has the knowledge to make the right 
decision. 

Kerry, speaking from the parent's perspective, offered his agreement that, "The principal 

represents the experience and authority, and people want to hear what you have to say and 

that's part of the collaborative process." Therefore participants agreed that principals 

need to continue to voice their perspectives in shared decision making but must choose 

carehlly the appropriate moment to enter into the discussion. 



Summary 

In this section, I presented findings related to Research Question 3(a): "How has 

the role of the principal changed in the collaborative context?" Three major themes 

emerged from the analysis of participants' responses including role redefinition, 

stakeholder understanding of new roles, and principal voice. Under the broad theme of 

role redefinition, I further categorized the data into three sub themes: complexity, 

relationships, and accountability. The next section deals with how principals support 

coIlaboration in schools. 

Leadership Behaviours that Support Collaboration 

In this section I present findings in thematic form in relation to Specific Research 

Question 3(b): "How does the principal support collaboration?" I employed four 

categories to organize the presentation of these findings including principal modeling, 

communication, valuing others, and advocacy. Each theme is presented and illuminated 

through participants' description of the principal behaviours or actions that are subsumed 

under each category. 

Supportive Behaviours 

The supportive leader is a professional who is concerned not only with the talk but 

also with healthy interpersonal relationships among community members. Participants 

felt that supportive principal behaviours help to create an environment that is conducive 

to collaboration but they cannot force individuals who are otherwise disinclined to 

collaborate. In this sense the principal's role is supportive rather than directive. Ken 

spoke strongly to the role of the principal in supporting rather than directing collaboration 

in the school: 



We have a role in collaboration as a collaborator, and we certainly have a 
role in fostering collaboration in the school. Those two roles are different. 
By fostering collaboration we provide a climate where people know they 
are going to be heard, that we're going to listen and the decision is really 
theirs to make. But you can't trivialize relationships to the point where 
you can describe how they're going to be. It takes time, it takes work, it 
takes effort. I don't think you, or anybody can tell somebody that you're 
going to get along with somebody, that you're going to listen to them. 
You certainly create the conditions where that can happen. 

Supportive leadership is behaviour that reflects a concern for community members and a 

respect for their competence. Accordingly the actions of principals that support 

collaboration are behaviours that encourage and nurture the empowerment and capacity of 

other individuals in the school. These behaviours that include modeling, communication, 

valuing others, and advocacy are described below. 

Modelinn - set tin^ the Tone As reported in Chapter 5 participants agreed that 

modeling is an important way to learn collaborative skills. Indeed, participants affirmed 

that it is often the principal who models collaboration for other members of the school 

community. However participants felt that effective principals also actively model by 

their behaviours the values on which they strive to build school culture. Therefore when 

a principal has the belief that a collaborative way of working is the most effective way to 

achieve school goals and improve student learning, the actions undertaken by the 

principal must be collaborative in nature in order that these beliefs are seen as being an 

operative (and not just an espoused) aspect of the school culture. Speaking as an 

administrator Elizabeth's viewpoint represents the perspectives of other participants in 

this study: 

Principals lead by example to be effective. If they lead by example they 
set the tone. If they ask for collaboration, that's the first step. If they 
actually follow through and let the staff follow through with collaboration, 



and decisions are made that way, then people will have respect for the 
principal. People are smart, and will know whether or not a principal truly 
wants collaboration. 

Parents in this study also agree that the principal supports collaboration through directly 

observable action - preferably involving interaction with others. As Elizabeth explained: 

The principal sets the tone for collaboration and then there's very much a 
feeling in the school that we're all on the same team and we're all working 
constantly toward the same goal. If there isn't that feeling of 
collaboration, I think the positive relationship between parents and staff 
will break down. 

Participants' views are consistent with the research of Kouzes and Posner (1999) who 

have written that leaders in the organization set the tone through their actions which send 

signals about who you are and what you expect of others. Keny expressed his feelings 

quite simply: "The principal needs to walk the talk and in so doing the principal's 

message about the importance of collaboration is clear." 

Communication Skills Participants identified specific communicative behaviours 

that principals demonstrate that support collaboration in the school. Although 

participants agreed that effective principals must have highIy developed communication 

skills, they felt that listening and openness are particularly important in providing 

support. 

Many participants agreed that principals' support for collaboration is directly 

linked to their ability and willingness to listen to others. As Ken explained, "If the 

principal is not open to collaboration I think it's obvious right off the bat because there's 

no listening." Both Mary and Elizabeth shared their view that as administrators they are 

obliged to listen to the many different voices within the school community. Elizabeth 

offered this thought: "We listen, and we allow people to talk and honor diversity in 



voice." Mary concurred saying that as principal, "I am the listener." However Adele 

cautioned that although principals may often ask for input, they sometimes spend a 

greater amount of time giving advice and directives. She shared her personal experience: 

My principal never listens. If you tell her something, she'll interrupt you 
to tell her own story. That's always giving your feedback, what worked 
for you, and not listening and not letting you share. I'm sorry - that's not 
collaborative. Furthermore, the only way your staff with that type of 
leadership is going to be collaborative is if they're trying to go against you, 
or they're forming a counter force to go against that kind of leadership 
because it's detrimental to the school culture. 

As evidenced in Adele's story the futility of a telling rather than a listening approach 

becomes clear when people do not heed directives and the school culture does not move 

toward embracing collaboration and sharing leadership responsibilities. 

Participants talked about how a principal's openness in relationships supports 

collaboration in the school. Openness is related to the honest sharing and disclosure of 

information, both personal and professional. To become fully trusted we must be open 

(Kouzes & Posner, 1998). Furthermore when the principal takes the risk of being open, 

others are more likely to take a similar risk thereby building interpersonal trust. 

Principals traditionally have held on to information as a source of power and control. 

Therefore principals' sharing of information as a way to support collaboration is 

consistent with the changing role of the principal as previously presented in this chapter. 

Effective partnerships require that principals share information openly and professionally. 

Laura shared the experience of working with two different principals, one more open that 

the other: 

The principal we have now is very open. She tries to keep us informed of 
all the things that happen, whereas in the previous school, we found out 
about things that were happening in the whole board when it came out in 



the paper or when we received literature on it. You could tell that this 
principal had already made decisions herself on what was going to be 
done, and basically as parents, we were just there to do it, or to fund raise 
for it. 

Lynne, in her work as an assistant principal, described how her principal's openness 

supported the development of their strong, collaborative, administrative team: 

In going into my role this year, our initial meeting was to talk about our 
families and to see what kind of commitment the job required and the time 
commitment our families required because of the age of our children. 
From that meeting, she shared with me absolutely everything in the course 
of the year. She's barred no secrets. Everything has been on the table, so I 
have felt very much a part of the team. 

Lynne's understanding that her principal's openness supported their work together is 

consistent with the extensive leadership research of Kouzes and f osner (1999) who have 

argued that disclosing things about yourself by openly talking about hopes and dreams, 

family and fiends, interests and pursuits leads to the higher levels of performance that 

come with trust and collaboration (p. 85).  SimilarIy, Jean recounted how her principal's 

honest, open, and straightfonvard approach supports collaborative work in her school: 

Our principal is very, very honest and open. She doesn't play games. There 
are times when she has to say I can't tell you, that's confidential, or I have 
to do this for some reason. But she's very honest about it when she tells 
you she can't. She doesn't play politics. 

School principals are sometimes caught in the middle between a desire to share 

infonnation and political pressure to retain infonnation because of politics within the 

district. According to Jean, in such situations the principal needs to be open concerning 

information that cannot be shared at that time as well as explaining the reasons why the 

information is confidential. According to participants principal behaviours that are open 

and honest support and sustain collaborative relationships and work within the school. 



Valuing People Valuing people means not only listening to what they have to say 

or contribute but taking their input and using it to solve problems or make decisions. In 

valuing the contribution of other people the principal supports the collaborative process 

by focusing on the interdependent nature of their work. Kerry for example talked about 

the need for principals "to take the input that you collect and actually use it." Elizabeth 

referred to the valuing of others as "giving respect to the input." As Susan explained 

when principals do not honour and value the perspectives of others, they not only threaten 

the collaborative process but they also lose their credibility and trust with staff: 

A principal may sit back, allow the decision making to take place so it 
becomes collaborative. People buy into it, are comfortable with it, 
because they have had their input into it. Then, if the principal says "Oh, 
now this isn't going to work and because I've got this ultimate 
responsibility, I'll change the answer to "b" rather than "a." That's where 
you lose credibility with your staff. 

The message in Susan's story is that principals need to value others by letting go of the 

control and trusting other people to act in a responsible manner. In so doing the 

principal's actions support the collaborative process. 

For several participants valuing others meant empowering them to reach their 

potential. Mary used the term "building capacity" to describe the behaviour that enables 

others to experience opportunities for learning. Enabling others often means getting out 

of the way and giving people space to do what they want and need to grow and to be 

themselves. Jean described how her principal supports the growth of others by valuing 

who they are: 

She lets you be. She lets people do their thing. When she comes around 
you're not threatened by her, you're glad to see her. She's obviously 
watching what's going on, but she doesn't come to pry. But when she 
isn't there she trusts you. That's a really nice feeling. You feel like a 



professional. You feel like your judgment is valued, the things you're 
doing are valued. If you're not comfortable you're not afraid to go and ask 
because when you ask, you don't feel like you're being judged. You're 
really being supported. 

For principals, making space for other people to move forward requires having a 

very clear sense of self. To this end, participants agreed that principals need to be able to 

let go of their own ego in valuing and honoring others. Marly related: "Collaboration has 

taught me about letting go. Sometimes that's very hard to do. To let go and to listen to 

someone else's point of view and to learn from them because often I don't see things the 

way that person does." Moreover, a principal's inability to move beyond self-interest and 

focus on the common good may be a barrier to successful collaboration. As Lee 

explained: 

Some people have a need to be noticed for their decision. They feel that 
they have to have their name recognized, and their ego is all wrapped up 
with who they are and how they feel about themselves. Therefore they 
have to have a say and not only a say but the say. If you don't go along 
with them they are not going to be very comfortable with the decision if 
they allow it at all. People who get their ego wrapped up, it's about 
position. My position is who I am. 

Because collaboration opens up leadership opportunities to more people, principals need 

to be comfortable in the role of facilitator when teachers are leaders. However, according 

to participants, stepping aside to make space for others may require that the principal 

have a high degree of ego strength and a strong sense of self. 

Advocacy Advocacy for collaboration includes the promotion of beliefs, goals and 

information about the value of collaboration. A principal advocates for collaboration by 

conveying the ongoing visible endorsement of and participation in collaborative 

activities. As previously mentioned, when principals model collaboration they build 



credibility because their actions are consistent with their words or they do what they say 

they wilI do. However, to set an example, principals need to be clear about their values 

and beliefs; they must know what they stand for. According to Kouzes and Posner (1999) 

that's the say part. Advocacy then might take the form of conveying information on the 

attributes and goals of collaboration or describing the decision making model for 

implementation. Adele explained how her principal addressed the building block of 

advocacy as the group came to a common understanding of collaboration: 

Our principal started the year with the whole staff by being upfiont and 
honest about her experiences with decision making and about what she 
believes is good decision making. She allowed other people to share their 
views. I think that is the start of breaking down any barriers there might 
be in hierarchy or personality. 

In Adele's example, the principal and staff took the time to talk about the decision 

making structure directly, thereby supporting everyone's understanding of the meaning of 

collaboration. 

Also to be considered in advocating for collaboration are the who and the how. To 

this end Ken cautioned that "principals can encourage people to collaborate, set 

conditions that would allow them to have the opportunity but beyond that, it's how much 

each one will give." Participants' comments that the principal's advocacy for 

collaboration helps to support the process are in accordance with the view of Gerber 

(1991) who argued that effective advocacy puts collaboration on the "launching pad" for 

take-off in the school (p. 48). 

Summarv 

In this chapter I presented findings related to the topic of leadership for 

collaboration. I categorized participants' cornrnents related to the changes in the 



role into three themes that highlighted role redefinition, understanding of the role, and 

principal voice. I fh-ther examined role redefinition within the findings of three sub- 

themes: complexity, relationships and accountability. Next, using thematic fonn once 

again, I considered findings related to principal behaviours that support collaboration. I 

presented the findings according to the following themes: modeling, communication, 

valuing others, and advocacy. h Chapter 7, I will present the outcomes of collaboration 

with a focus on participants' descriptions of good or successfbl collaboration. 



Chapter 7 - Outcomes of Collaboration 

Introduction 

In this Chapter I address Specific Research Question 4: "What are the outcomes of 

collaboration?" Two additional questions related to the key research question were: (a) 

"How would you describe good or successful collaboration?" and (b) "What is the 

relationship between collaboration and school improvement?" Analysis of participant 

comments to both questions and consideration of the data and findings presented in 

previous chapters revealed seven themes related to the positive outcomes of 

collaboration. What follows in this chapter are the findings concerning the personal and 

professional outcomes of participants' collaborations in relation to the following themes: 

community, satisfaction, learning, pedagogy, better decisions and solutions, synergy and 

school improvement. 

Community 

Participants felt that the sense of community that derived from their collaborations 

was an important outcome of their work together. Laura described how collaboration 

helped to build community and in turn became a "way of life" in her school. Laura's 

description of the experience of community that she gained as a parent in her school 

encapsulates many of the themes related to the nature of collaboration previously 

described in this dissertation including relationships, common goals, interdependence, 

support, synergy, and the common good. 

When you have a community which is how a school feels when you're all 
working together, you have a few parents wandering down the hall, you've 
got one going off to do this, one going off to do that, and it's all in the 
same interests. You're all there to make your children's learning more 
pleasant, more fun, and more exciting. The kids can feel that. They feel 



those vibes. They see the parents wandering around. They see that all 
these parents care. Even if it's not their parents, it's somebody's parent. 
Those parents all care very much about what's going on and will give 
them a hand. Kids feed off of that. The children know that there are all 
these people working together with the teachers, the principal, and I think 
that it makes for a better atmosphere. 

The value that participants attach to community as a way of being in schools is 

strongly supported by Sergiovanni (1994) who has argued that schools must play a vital 

role in community building by providing care, developing relationships, creating a 

common purpose, and fostering a sense of attachment or interconnectedness amongst 

people. 

Satisfaction 

Overwhelmingly participants' comments indicated that they derived intrinsic 

rewards and personal satisfaction from their collaborations. As Ann and William stated, 

"There is a feeling around good collaboration." Participants described the feeling in 

various personal ways. Jean explained that "if you've got that trust and risk taking 

happening, there's a really good glow inside." According to Keny, "it's a positive feeling 

that comes with a win-win situation." Similarly, Dorothy described successfirl 

collaboration as "coming out of a decision making process feeling good, feeling that you 

have done all you could to contribute and that all people in the group have contributed 

and have been given fair time to voice an opinion." For Laura, successful collaboration 

has resulted in "a really wonderfbl feeling that you've come up with something totally 

unique." Marly concurred with the other participants and added that for her good 

collaboration results in "this wonderfhl feeling that two different people have come 

together with different strengths and the differences made us the best that we could be." 



Furthermore the satisfaction derived fiom collaboration often provided 

participants with the motivation to continue with collaborative modes of work. As 

William explained, "You enjoy the collaborative group. You don't want to go back to 

being a loner. You enjoy being with people." Marly agreed that "if collaboration is 

something that you have experienced and you're comfortable with it, you naturalIy tend to 

go into something that allows you to work with other people." Participants' sentiments 

describing the satisfaction derived fkorn collaboration are consistent with adult 

development theory that indicates trusting, caring, and mutually satisfLLng personal 

relationships are important for both men and women (Gould, 1978). 

Learning 

Another theme was that of learning. For participants collaboration proved to be a 

rich context for learning about themselves as professionals as well as how to approach 

education in new ways. Their learning included gaining knowledge and skills related to 

their role in the school, self-knowledge, understanding how to collaborate with each 

other, and the development of a deeper understanding about educational issues and 

concepts. For example teachers in the study recounted collaborative teaching experiences 

that hrthered their own professional development in terms of improvement of practice. 

As a result of their collaborative work teachers indicated that they learned about 

curriculwn, instructional strategies, and meeting student needs. Furthermore, participants 

agreed that their personal growth enriched, supported, and led to improvements in student 

learning. As Jean explained, "Collaboration is good for the children. It's valuable to get a 

take on the children fiom two people. Also you can combine your different strengths in 



take on the children fiom two people. Also you can combine your different strengths in 

curriculum and personal interests." Elizabeth's comments concerning her teaming 

experiences reflect the sentiment of other educators in this study: 

My most successful collaborative experiences with other teachers resulted 
in a wonderful learning experience for the teachers and the children. We 
knew we were learning and learning fiom each other. We knew the talk 
would take us deeper and further into our practice and we saw the benefits 
for student's learning. 

Other stakeholders also mentioned Iearning as an outcome of their collaborative 

experiences. As a beginning principal Mary described how important it was for her to 

work together with a group of new principals and "have that collaboration to learn 

together.'' Laura described her personal learning that derived fiom her collaborative work 

on the parent council in her school: 

I think I always get more than I put in. You get to see things fiom so many 
angles. When you come out, you feel like you have a totally different 
education. You feel really good about it because on things that you might 
have been uncertain, you now have a much dearer idea. 

As Laura explained, "seeing things fiom so many angles" or deliberating across 

individual perspectives requires an understanding of different points of view. Therefore 

differences in perspectives prompt individual reflection, self-examination, discovery, and 

learning. 

Another aspect of participants' learning was the development of the skills and 

understandings related to working together collaboratively. This learning involved not 

only developing the skills and competencies needed to collaborate effectively, but also 

gaining an understanding of collaboration through actual involvement in the process (see 

Chapter 5). Therefore participants identified learning how to interact with others as an 



Additionally, participants again mentioned that teacher learning had a positive impact on 

children's learning. As Adele explained, " My students benefit from my collaboration." 

As Susan added, "that's how children learn those skills right fkom the start at a very 

young age." 

Finally several participants agreed that in terms of their own learning 

collaboration often resulted in a "deeper understanding" of issues or ideas. As Margaret 

mentioned, "Collaboration is successfU1 when you know that everyone put forth and 

everyone came away with a deeper understanding than they would have had on their 

own." Similarly, within the context of teachers working together, Elizabeth commented 

that her collaboration " led us to a deeper understanding of our practice. I found it very, 

very fulfilling in terns of what I took back with me because I was learning from others. 

But we were also constructing meaning through this." For participants the learning that 

occurred as an outcome of their collaborations was often found to be intellectually 

stimulating and challenged participants to think critically and deeply about concepts, 

ideas, solutions, and teaching practice. Furthermore participants attributed this learning 

to the multi-vocal nature of their collaboration. 

Pedagom 

Another outcome of the collaborations described by participants was improved 

teaching. Although participants acknowledged that teacher-to-teacher collaboration 

resulted in various aspects of improved pedagogy, several participants also related 

improved teaching to the overall level of collaboration in the school. For example Keny 

described how the collaborative atmosphere of the school may lead to improved teaching: 



Collaboration leads to a positive atmosphere in the school. If the whole 
atmosphere is more positive, then teachers are happier, they work better 
with children that way, and the children work with each other better. 

Similarly Elizabeth also representing the parents' perspective, described the importance 

of a positive feeling that results in a cooperative atmosphere in a school. Within this 

environment teachers and others feel comfortable taking risks and inventing new ways of 

working with students while at the same time developing a positive learning community. 

Elizabeth described the school atmosphere or climate that results in successful learning 

and teaching in this way: 

All of us as parents involved in our children's school want what's best for 
our kids. When you have the feeling that everyone has the same goal and 
you can work together with the teachers and the principal, it's a very 
positive feeling, a positive tone in the school. It leads to open 
communication, and sets a very cooperative atmosphere. 

Participants' views that relate improved teaching to collaborative patterns of interaction 

amongst school members are consistent with an extensive body of research that has 

revealed that a professional community (characterized by a collaborative work culture) 

inside schools provides teachers with the kind of organizational setting that makes 

continuous learning and improved teaching possible (Little, 1982; Mclaughlin, 1997; 

Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Rosenholtz, 1989). 

Better Decisions and Solutions 

All participants agreed that their collaborations resulted in effective decision 

making and problem solving. Furthermore, participants felt that better decisions were an 

outcome of either a partnership with one other person or a large group collaboration. In 

terns of the outcomes that result fkom honouring and valuing diverse points of view, 

Marly spoke to "richness of the ideas," Laura described a solution that is "truly unique," 



and Elizabeth pointed out the "creativeness" of the outcome. According to participants 

searching for ways to accommodate multiple perspectives stretches one's thinking and 

enlarges the potential of the group to solve complex problems. Several participants 

used well-known cliches to reinforce the efficacy of decision making that includes many 

voices. For example Dorothy described her collaborative experience on school council: 

"When you collaborate you end up with better ideas than any of the individual ideas 

people came with. So the whole is greater than the sum of the parts." Similarly, Ann and 

William used the expression "two heads are better than one" to explain how collaboration 

results in better decisions. As William elaborated: "We always say two heads are better 

than one. You get more ideas when you brainstorm, and they are all laid out for everyone 

to see. Then you gain as a group." Furthermore, participants felt that decisions reached 

collaboratively are better than solutions anived at by only one person. As Marly 

explained: 

By talking and going through a process, at the end you have so many more 
gifts. I know that I would never come up with something like that on my 
own. Any collaborations I've been in, some of those people became the 
truest friends after because they're not exactly like me, but we've resolved 
something. We've come together, and you understand each other a little 
bit more through that. 

As demonstrated in Marly's story and in the experiences of other participants, 

collaborative solutions have a synergistic quality--an outcome that I address next in this 

section. 

While Jean and several other participants used the work synergy to highlight 

successful collaboration, other participants described personal feelings and behaviours 



that are characteristic of synergistic relationships. Although synergy commonly refers to 

how the whole exceeds the sum of individual contributions, Mullen and Lick (1999) 

referred to authentic team processes experienced within and exhibited by a group as 

synergy. Members of a synergistic group inspire and energize each other in the process 

of creating new ideas, knowledge, and problem solving potential. In this study 

participants experienced synergy as an important outcome of their collaborations. For 

example within the context of her collaborative work, Elizabeth remarked that "meetings 

were exciting to go to." Similarly Margaret added that in working together on an opera 

in her school, "it was quite something to have children and adults of all walks of life 

come together and work so well together and have so much fun on top of it." Lynne 

mentioned that in her ongoing collaboration with a colleague, '"we both feel that we're 

energized after our conversations. I'm ready to go after our talks. My energies are then 

channeled in a variety of different ways." The positive outcome of synergy perhaps 

helps to explain why participants in this study chose to be involved in collaborative 

experiences despite their understanding that the process requires a great deal of time, 

along with generous commitment of self and energy. 

School Improvement 

Participants related the previously described collaborative outcomes of improved 

teaching and learning to the larger concept of school improvement. As such, participants 

viewed school improvement as an outcome of their collaborations. Margaret's 

description of her school as "a place where everyone is continually learning as a result of 

our work together" clearly demonstrates the relationship between school improvement 

and collaboration. The personal support available within trusting relationships and shared 



purpose makes change and reform more likely than when individuals work in isolation. 

Other participants strongly agreed that collaboration is a critical factor in the dynamics of 

school improvement. Jean offered her thoughts: 

I can't imagine school improvement without collaboration. I don't know 
how you could do that if you don't all collaborate. Why would you think 
that one person is the keeper of the improvements? One person is not 
going to be the only person who knows how to improve. Let's listen to 
everybody's ideas and maybe we'll improve. 

Adele concurred and explained that in her experience: 

A school can't improve without collaboration. That's how we come to 
agree on a shared vision and it's how we develop a school improvement 
plan. So if school improvement is going to take place, then all of the 
players and all of the stakeholders need to buy into it. Otherwise it's 
sentences on a piece of paper that get sent to the superintendent. It's not 
lived. 

The major purpose of school improvement that includes such collaborative 

initiatives as site-based management, school councils, shared decision making, and 

teacher professionalism, is the improvement of student learning (Chapman, 1990). 

According to participants in this study their collaborative work has led to the achievement 

of the personal and professional outcomes (as described in this chapter) that result in or 

contribute to student learning and school improvement. Kerry's response to the question: 

"Do you think that the work you're doing collaboratively in your school is a factor in 

school improvement?" echoed the sentiments of many participants in this study: "Yes, I 

do, or I wouldn't be doing it." Dorothy strongly agreed with Kerry that her involvement 

on school council is for "the betterment of our school and to enhance our children's 

learning." Clearly, participants in this study are willing to contribute their time and 



energy to work together in their schools because they feel that they are making a 

difference in their children's education. 

summarv 

In this chapter I presented participants' comments that pertained to their 

perceptions of the outcomes of their collaborations. Seven themes emerged from the 

analysis of participants' descriptions of these outcomes: community, learning, pedagogy, 

better decisions and solutions, synergy, and school improvement. In the focus group 

interviews I asked participants to describe good or successfhl collaboration. Therefore 

the outcomes included in this chapter relate to what participants judged to be positive 

outcomes of collaboration. Furthermore participants' responses concerning the outcomes 

of their collaborations were strongly linked to the overarching and shared purpose of their 

work that focused on the improvement of student learning. Participants derived personal 

and professional satisfaction from their collaborative work. Through collaboration 

participants were able to develop and experience a sense of community, an important 

condition that contributed to their shared experiences and learning. All of the participants 

included learning as an outcome of their collaborations. Although the contexts for 

learning differed amongst participants, the theme of learning from their colIaborations 

was prominent. Moreover, while collaboration offered participants the opportunity for 

personal growth, it also in turn helped students achieve positive outcomes in their 

learning. Within the context of school governance participants agreed that shared 

decision making resulted in better decisions and solutions to problems. Finally in 

synergistic ways participants felt that the positive outcomes of their collaborative work 



exceeded the sum of their individual contributions and resulted in the realization of 

successfil school improvement initiatives related to student learning. 



Chapter 8 - Overview, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The preceding four chapters have explored the key findings of this study as they 

relate to participants' lived experiences of collaboration within the context of school 

reform initiatives. The purpose of this chapter is not to restate these summaries and 

conclusions but rather to offer several broad themes or conclusions that are more general 

in nature. However although I take a macro view toward understanding collaboration and 

its relationship to school reform in this chapter its benefits can only be realized at the 

local level of every-day collaborative experiences as related by the participants in this 

inquiry. In Chapter 8 I outline the major conclusions of this inquiry, discuss the 

implications of the findings and suggest recommendations for policy, practice, and Wher 

research. I preface the discussion with a brief overview of the research problem, the 

research questions, and methodology of the study. The chapter closes with personal 

concluding remarks. 

The Research Problem and Research Questions 

The call to collaborate has become, according to recent research (Cook & Friend, 

1992; Fullan, 1993; 0' Shea & O'Shea, 1997; Welch, 1998), a pervasive theme in the 

rhetoric of contemporary school reform. Consequently administrators, teachers, and 

parents have been engaged in collaboration within the context of school improvement 

initiatives such as school councils, site-based management, and teacher professionalism. 

However in the research field few investigations have undertaken to tap stakeholder 

knowledge and experience about collaboration. With this in mind, I attempted to fill 

some of the void by describing and analyzing the understandings of collaboration held by 



individuals who were engaged in collaborative work in their schools. In addition to the 

primary purpose of exploring stakeholder views of collaboration, I sought to examine the 

perception that principals themselves and other stakeholders have regarding the 

responsibilities and role of the principal both in fostering and supporting collaboration in 

the elementary school. The central research question that guided the study is: What are 

the understandings, skills, and attitudes held by participants in school improvement 

initiatives that result in successful collaboration? 

Methodology 

Sixteen individuals representing a broad range of stakeholder roles in the school 

(parents, principals, assistant/vice principals, teachers), who were identified using a 

purposive sampling technique, participated in the study. Specifically, 14 participants (2 

principals, 3 teachers, 4 assistant principals, and 5 parents) are from 11 schools located in 

one decentralized area of a large school district in Western Canada. Three participants (2 

principals and 1 teacher) are fiom 3 schools in different zones in the district. The 

research design is a self-contained focus group study. The qualitative method uses focus 

group interviews as a primary means of data collection but also relies on researcher field 

notes as a supplementary data source. 

Each participant was involved in two focus group interviews. In the first 

interview individuals participated in the focus group discussion with others who occupied 

the same role. The second interview involved participants in discussion with 

stakeholders fiom different roles. The study includes a totaI of eight focus group 

interviews that involved 16 hours of taped interviews and generated approximately 500 

pages of transcribed conversation. The interviews were based on the same protocol 



instrument so that a consistency of focus across stakeholder groups could be maintained. 

In this study the use of an interview guide ensured that each group discussion covered 

more or less the same topics. Using the strategy of cross-case analysis and the technique 

of cutting and pasting, I categorized responses from individuals and different stakeholder 

groups under each of the interview questions. The interview guide also served as a 

descriptive analytical framework for analysis of all the data across all of the focus group 

interviews. The accuracy of both the data and analysis was confirmed by participants 

using standard member-checking techniques of interview transcripts and of the findings 

chapters of this dissertation. 

Finally the conduct of a pilot test provided the opportunity to "fine tune" the 

process of a focus group interview and to identi@ and clarify questions used in the 

research. The pretest added to the reliability, comprehension, and wording of the 

questions and strengthened the fkamework of the research design. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions presented here are offered in addition to those already presented 

in the Findings Chapters 4 through 7. These conclusions are broad themes that attempt to 

capture the essence of participants' experiences in this inquiry and present the findings in 

a more global perspective. Specifically the four conclusions presented here relate to: (1) 

the evolution of a better life through a democratic way of being in schools and society, (2) 

collaborative cultures within elementary schools, (3) a reliance on human goodness to 

build capacity, and (4) a graphic conceptualization of stakeholder collaboration in school 

reform initiatives. The discussion includes the implications of these conclusions at 

several levels including individual, organization (schools), and society. 



1. " Life is Collaboration; That's How We Get Things Done" (Laura, parent) 

Democracy is enacted in school through the collaborative process that involves 

stakeholders in decision making in a continual attempt to improve their circumstances. 

The principles of democratic process captured in phrases such as "equal voice, 

involvement for everyone, fairness, fieedom to be a part of the group, and the common 

good" ring through clearly and strongly in the stories of collaborative experiences of 

participants in this inquiry. Because the collaborative process is inclusive, it validates the 

democratic idea that concerns cannot be resolved unless the diversity of the stakeholders 

within the organization are included in defining both the problems and the solutions. In 

using the term "democratic" to refer to their work together participants described decision 

making in which "you have the ability to have input and know that somebody is listening, 

and not just a perfbnctory function, but your input is valued and used in making the 

decision." 

Participants in this study recount how the democratic concepts of team building, 

parent voice, shared leadership, and teacher empowerment foster group efforts in school 

improvement. Furthermore, participants connect their experience of collaboration as a 

democratic ideal to the larger society where they see collaboration as a way to develop a 

different kind of civic culture and "be a better society." Echoing the above comment of 

Laura, a parent in this study, Sizer (1 992) maintains that "the real world demands 

collaboration, the collective solving of problems" (p. 89). Because the concern for a 

better life for oneself and others is a wider trend in society today (Fullan, 1999), the 

collaborative process provides citizens with the role in public life that they want by 



empowering people, achieving results, progressively recreating their society, and, in the 

process, finding individual firlfil1ment and a renewing sense of community. 

Authors such as Glickman (1 998) and Darling-Harnrnond (1 997) advocate for 

democratic school renewal and indicate that the challenge for reform in public education 

is to educate all students to be responsible members of a democratic society. Fullan 

(1999) agrees that "those engaged in educational reform are those engaged in societal 

development" (p. 84). Further Darling-Harnmond argues that in order to achieve this 

goal students must be given the opportunity to experience and participate in their 

schooling in democratic ways. In so doing they gain an understanding of collaboration 

"as a life experience kind of knowledge" which they then may continue to build on and 

use as a way of interacting with others in a democratic society. 

However if teachers do not experience their school environment as democratic, 

neither do students. Alternately when teachers and other stakeholders assume important 

school-wide responsibilities, they take a huge step in transforming their school to a 

democracy. As a result ripple effects are felt throughout the building as administrators, 

teachers, and parents enlist student leadership to amplify their own. As Adele indicates, 

"Students benefit fiom my involvement in coIIaboration because it's only natural that I'm 

going to allow them the same rights that I've been given on my staff." Similarly, as 

Margaret explains, "as a parent, if your children see you really involved in your school, 

my son is now a patroller and does office things, then we're preparing our children to be 

people who also will get in there and do it and not just observe the other guy do it." 



As a school comes to look, act, and feel like a democracy through collaborative 

interaction, students in turn come to believe in, practice, and sustain a democracy both in 

schooI and at a societal level. 

Bureaucracies That Work? Because few schools operate democratically (Barth, 200 1 ; 

Fullan, 1999) and structure in organizations seems inevitable (Handy, 1996; Hoy & 

Sweetland, 2000), collaboration becomes a major challenge for community members 

who must learn to respond to authority structures in new ways and in so doing come to 

terms with necessary changes in attitude and behaviour in their own roles. The 

complexity of moving schools toward shared governance and democracy has implications 

for stakeholders in tenns of how they do their work. 

Participants in this study understand that it is unlikely that schools will cease to 

have a hierarchy of authority. In fact their collaborations are experienced in the presence 

of hierarchy but within a context of mutual respect. Participant stories of successfil 

collaboration reflect organizational structures that enable superiors and subordinates to 

work across recognized authority boundaries while still retaining their distinctive roles. 

As chair of his school parent council Keny explains: "We have positions but nobody is 

really stuck in them, because you're chair--this is what you do." Hoy and Sweetland's 

(2000) conceptualization of "enabling bureaucracy" in which authority structures are 

"flexible, cooperative and collaborative rather than rigid, autocratic and controlling" (p. 

529) is usehl in understanding how participants in this study worked differently within 

existing hierarchical structures and experienced successfbl collaboration. By reaching 

beyond the school's organizational structure into the processes and the dynamics of their 



relationships, participants in this study collaborated within the context of defined 

structure but not imposed authority. 

As mentioned earlier the traditional roles of principals, teachers, and parents are 

changing and will continue to be reshaped, redefined, and renegotiated as stakeholders 

engage with each other in democratic ways that call for inclusion of all members of a 

group regardless of their position in the power structure. For principals, adopting a 

democratic "power with" versus "power over7' approach to leadership presents a major 

challenge in terns of their position in the hierarchy and their crucial role in the change 

process. I next consider what this challenge means for leadership in the school. 

"We Have a Role in Collaboration as a Collaborator" (Ken, principal) 

In Chapter 5 I presented findings related to the changing role of the principal 

within the realm of collaborative reform. My intent is not to reiterate these findings but 

rather to question whether, given the data that have emerged f?om this study, principals 

are willing to take risks themselves and to become learners and cotlaborators. 

Principals in this study face a dilemma in being caught between their beliefs, 

values, and desire to participate fully in shared democratic decision making versus 

external policy that holds them accountable for decisions made in the school. Not 

surprisingly, principals may be cautious as to "which decisions I will offer up and to 

whom." Since principals are held accountable for what others do, it is natural that they 

want evidence in advance that those they empower will get the job done well. It is risky 

for a principal to share leadership. Alternately it may be that because of "bottom-line" 

accountability, some principals may feel that "I'm not going to be truly collaborative until 

it says that the school staff is responsible for it." Discomfort and tension are evident for 



principals who wish to share authority but feel a degree of constraint and external control 

in terns of accountability. However, effective principals are politically adroit and able to 

satisfy the expectations of both groups, consistently making student-centered decisions. 

Moreover, as stakeholders continue to work together and arrive at joint decisions 

and solutions to problems in the school, principals and other community members will 

need to develop trust not only in each other, but also in the collaborative process and the 

outcomes of it. It is only through the lived experience of collaboration that individuals 

come to understand what the process means and what it holds for them. As participants 

in this study clearly indicate, "we are learning about collaboration but ow  society is not 

there yet." In a similar vein Dewey (1927) speaks of a society in which human beings 

each with talent and intelligence work together toward the ideal of democracy to 

continuously reinvent their society. As Dewey acknowledges democracy always fails 

short of the ideal but the human condition is defined and shaped by the failure and 

success of the effort. 

Another view of leadership that emerges from the data in this study is one of the 

principal who because of personal socialization experiences, recruitment, or training is 

unable to relinquish control and lead the school in a democratic and participatory way. In 

this study a principal clinging to traditional roles was often cited as an obstacle or barrier 

to "true collaboration." Although the skills to work in collaborative ways can be learned 

(Chapter 5),  it also may be that some principals will not be able to reshape their 

personally held beliefs and behaviours developed over the course of a career (Schlecty, 

1991). In fact the research of Blase and Blase (2000) indicates that professional 

socialization factors influence the development of a shared governance leadership 



perspective in individuals long before they actually become principals. As a result Blase 

and Blase question whether prospective and practicing principals, without a 

predisposition towards these attitudes and values, would be responsive to professional 

development that focuses on training principals for the new realities of the job. In turn 

without democratic leadership the collaborative process is threatened. The result, 

according to participant comments in this study, is "that you stop giving your opinion, 

you just quit doing it (collaboration), or you look for another placement." 

Unquestionably, failure to recruit and develop principals who possess or can be expected 

to acquire the skills and mind-set required for collaborative leadership will result in the 

failure of school-based improvement efforts such as shared decision making that rely on 

collaborative principles and democratic leadership for their success. 

2. "You Have to Build Relationships: They're the Building Blocks of Collaboration" 

(Susan, teacher) 

Current research strongly supports the creation of a collaborative culture as the 

single most important factor for successfil school improvement initiatives (Fullan, 1993; 

Little, 1982; McLaughlin, 1997; Newmann & Wehlage, 1 995; Rosenholtz, 1989). The 

importance of relationships to all aspects of collaboration is a recurring theme throughout 

the findings chapters of this dissertation. Because relationships are the building blocks of 

collaboration, they also are essential to the creation of a collaborative culture. Indeed 

authors such as Little (1 982) and Rosenholtz (1 989) assert that staff relationships are a 

major factor in the creation of different school cultures. More recently Uline and 

Berkowitz (2000), building on Friedman's research on transforming school culture 

through teaching teams, indicate that making person-to-person relationships the 



foundation of school culture is central to nurturing the school's capacity for change. 

Therefore the process of developing relationships, an issue that this study explored in 

probing the deeper dynamics of the nature of collaboration (see Chapter 4), facilitates the 

reculturing of schools. 

"You Do Your Thina and I'll Do Mine" (Susan, teacher) Schools, like many other 

organizations, have rigid cultures that are not naturally responsive to major change. 

Changing the culture of a school requires considerable time and hard work on the part of 

all stakeholders in the school environment. So goes it with co!!~boration! Although 

collaboration may result in positive outcomes in terms of school improvement as the 

experiences of the 16 participants in this study indicate, the potential benefits do not 

accrue without a price. The price is enacted in the challenges that individuals who wish 

to work in collaborative ways face as they strive to overcome the noms  of privacy, 

autonomy, and isolation that pervade the teaching profession and culture of schools. 

On the basis of comments made by participants in this study, it is evident that at 

one time all of them were "loners." What is significant is that having had the opportunity 

to experience successfil collaboration, all would now seek out and choose to work in 

collaborative ways. Collaborators need to feel motivated and energized. Accordingly 

participants indicate that lack of success in collaboration may result in stakeholders 

abandoning the process. 

There are many barriers to successful collaboration that are described in this 

dissertation (see Chapter 2). As well the process itself, contrary to myth, is not based on 

like-minded consensus. Rather collaboration involves open confrontation of differences 

and the ensuing conflict that surfaces as a result. Confidence in relationships that are 



built, nurtured, and grounded in trust allowed the participants in this study to experience 

the potential benefits of conflict rather than "letting go" of the process because of 

challenge or complexity. Moreover, according to Fullan (1999), the synergy produced in 

the process of working together under sometimes stressful and uncertain conditions is 

essential for self-organizing, site-based breakthroughs or change in complex school 

systems. 

It may be that for some individuals who have not felt the satisfaction fiom 

working collaboratively or experienced the other positive outcomes for themselves, their 

teaching, students, or schools the process is just not worth the effort, stress, or time. III 

such situations the norms of "live and let live" continue to exist and the working culture 

of the school, based on prevailing staff relationships, remains that of a "stuck school" 

(Rosenholtz, 1989) characterized by isolation and nonsupport for change. 

3. "People Need to Work Together: I Don't Have All the Answers" (Mary, principal) 

Stories of collaboration in this study tell of participants depending on, learning 

from, and needing to work with each other in schools. Participants understand that 

through collaboration they "gain so many more gifts." They are also aware that thinking 

and reasoning interdependently requires acts of selflessness on their part as well as a 

commitment to the greater good. Moreover just as interdependent persons contribute to 

the common good, they also draw on the resources of others. In so doing collaboration 

fosters a reliance on the goodness of others to build human capacity and self-knowledge. 

As Fullan (1999) expresses, "individuals discover their wholeness in a fusion relationship 

with others" (p. 82). 



Sergiovanni (1 994) suggests that interdependent individuals have enlarged their 

sense of self fiom a conception of "me" to a sense of "us." Transcending self, according 

to Sergiovanni, does not mean losing our identity but rather our egocentricity. In this 

study 'people who have their ego all wrapped up with who they are" threaten the 

collaborative process. The implication is that effective collaboration requires that 

individuals have a strong sense of self in order to "let go of their ego" and participate 

openly and honestly in the process. However because socialization experiences are 

different for each person, individuals wilI be at various stages of readiness and 

competency to engage in the collaborative process. These differences as well as 

opportunities for skill development need to be considered as schools embrace 

collaborative work. Finally a b'personal agenda" often accompanies the individual who 

comes to the collaboration with huge ego investment. In such situations other 

stakeholders need to challenge the "hidden agenda'' which is usually wrapped up in 

personal self-interest. 

4. "Collaboration is Something You Have to Live. You Can't Live Something that You 

Have a Procedural Chart. or a Diagram, or an Assumed Ripht Way and W r o n ~  Way" 

(Ken, principal) 

Honoring the above view of Ken and other participants in this study, and 

following the recommendations of other authors who have studied collaboration (Fullan, 

1998; Hoover & Achilles, 1996), I offer a macro view of collaboration in graphic form 

not as a set of steps to follow but rather as a story of the lived experience of participants 

in this study. It is my hope that the depiction of the possible character of stakeholders' 

experiences and understandings of colIaboration may provide ideas for consideration and 



reflection as others conceive and evaluate their own experiences. The conceptualization 

of stakeholder collaboration has enabled me to represent the large number of issues that 

stakeholders identified in their collaborations and to demonstrate the complexity of the 

interrelations between these issues and factors. As such the model provides empirical 

evidence of the web of interactions among stakeholders in collaboration and the complex 

path to school improvement. 





Recommendations for Practice 

The following recommendations developed fiom the review of the literature; the 

data collected fiom the participants in this study; and my lived experience as a teacher, 

administrator and parent are offered for consideration by teachers, principals, school 

district administrators, and parents. 

Teachers 

1. Opening their classroom doors to collaborative work may lead teachers to 

increased satisfaction and professional growth especially as it relates to the enhancement 

of student learning. On the basis of findings presented in Chapter 7 teachers are 

challenged to move beyond traditional norms of egalitarianism, isolationism, and 

autonomy to unlock each others' leadership potential and foster its growth. Working 

collaboratively in the classroom and at the whole school level, with a continuing focus on 

student achievement, may result in valuable outcomes for the teachers involved and their 

students. 

2. Teachers are advised to seek new approaches to mentoring which are rooted in 

social equality and evolve naturally out of personal need (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000; 

Jipson & Paley, 2000; Mullen, 2000). Without the expert-novice distinction of traditional 

mentoring, and in accordance with the findings of this study, collaboration, as a kind of 

co-mentoring practice, creates a safe and democratic space in which teachers become co- 

learners who encourage, support, and critique each other through shared inquiry into their 

practice. 

3. Findings of this study indicate that teachedparent collaborations not only have 

positive benefits for students, but also that such partnerships actually build parental 



support for teachers themselves. Accordingly teachers need to open up their classrooms 

to parents and work openly and honestly with them as a way to build parental trust, 

commitment, and support for teachers and teaching. 

4. Teachers may further develop their abilities and knowledge of collaboration by 

acquiring skills through the kind of learning experiences presented in the findings 

reported in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. The key finding presented in Chapter 5 that 

experiential content is at the core of learning how to collaborate suggests that teachers 

seek group situations early in their careers in which they are "taught" to collaborate 

effectively through the personal experience of trying to make collaboration work to 

address a recognized "real" need. 

Principals 

1. The first recommendation is based on the findings reported in Chapter 6 that 

the role of the principal is different in the collaborative context and that there is a change 

in the skills, knowledge, and behaviours required for collaborative leadership. Principals 

need appropriate professional development opportunities to assist them in the 

development of the sets of key competencies identified and described in this dissertation 

that are needed in facilitating groups, reaching consensus, resolving conflict, and team 

building. 

2. Principals should develop creative ways of relieving themselves of the 

management issues of the principalship in order to provide instructional leadership in 

teaching and learning and to maintain a focus on the goal of improved student learning. 

3. Based on this study's finding that previous successfil collaborative experiences 

result in satisfaction and motivation to continue to work in collaborative ways, principals 



and district administrators should include in their teacher recruitment and selection some 

strategies for identifying candidates who either have worked collaboratively in the past or 

appear to have the disposition and skills to work in collaborative ways. 

4. Principals should strive to inspire a culture of teacher leadership and 

empowerment by acting as "hero-makers" rather than heroes (Barth, 2000, p. 448). 

Accordingly, this study suggests that principals as leaders of increasingly complex 

organizations not only require a new compendium of skills but also that they need to 

adopt new "mind-sets" or "ways of being" that include coping with ambiguity, 

empowering others, and maintaining change momentum within an enhanced 

accountability context. 

District Administrators 

1. Central office administrators who are committed to a collaborative ethic for 

schools can benefit fkom the implications of this study by understanding that 

collaboration cannot be mandated or forced on schools. Because collaboration is organic 

in origin and fonnation, district administrators may support the process in schools 

through the leadership behaviours identified in this study that include: modeling, 

communication, valuing others, and advocacy (see Chapter 6). 

2. District administrators may support interdependence among principals by 

making professional dialogue at principal meetings and other district sponsored events a 

priority. The findings of this study indicate that working collaboratively with colleagues 

not only has the potential to enrich the professional growth of teachers but also that 

principal-to-principal collaboration may strengthen and enrich administrative skills and 

improve practice. 



3. The recruitment of teachers and principals who possess or who can be expected 

to acquire the personal characteristics and skills necessary for collaboration should be an 

employment priority and direction for school districts. 

Parents 

1. To work collaboratively with other stakeholders in schools parents are 

encouraged to embrace a view that attends to all children's good, not just the good of 

their own children. A vision of the greater good needs to guide parental input into 

choices and decisions made in the school. 

2. Parents need to see their participation in the education of their children as equal 

to but different fiom that of the educators in the school. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The following five recommendations are offered for M h e r  research: 

1. The inclusion of students did not fit within the research design of this study. 

However, because student involvement in decision making is mentioned in the literature 

at the high school level, a focus group study at the secondary level that includes student 

voice could contribute fbrther to the understanding of this topic. 

2. A case study research design that uses both a purposive sampling technique to 

identify a school that has a collaborative culture and research questions that are similar to 

this study could verify whether the full set of factors associated with collaboration have 

been identified in this study. 

3. The findings related to participants' outcomes of collaboration warrant study 

from a variety of perspectives. The theoretical underpinnings that guided the questions, 

formation, and analysis of this study were taken fiom the literature related to 



management, leadership, communication, and school reform. Other fields of literature, 

for example the various facets of psychology such as personality, adult development, or 

social psychology have the potential to provide vaIuable insight into the motivation, need, 

satisfaction, and synergy related to stakeholder participation in collaboration. 

4. Studies designed to examine the relationship between collaborative school 

cultures and student learning are recommended. 

5. Evidence from this study suggests that some individuals, despite the 

opportunity to work successfully with others and to acquire the skills of collaboration, 

prefer to work in isolation. A question that emerges fkom this study is not just how do we 

collaborate, but can we? It would be worthwhile to explore the deeper dynamics and 

factors that influence a person's preference for individual versus group involvement in 

work, particularly as it relates to teaching. Such findings could shed further light on the 

potential of collaboration in the school reform process. 

Personal Comments 

In the lived experience of collaboration recounted so vividly by participants in this 

study, collaboration has shown its potential to transform individuals and schools. As I 

return to the original question in my literature review concerning the extent to which 

contemporary reform is collaborative in nature, I conclude that restructuring in public 

education relies on collaboration for the successfil implementation of such initiatives as 

site-based management, shared decision making, school councils, and teacher 

professionalism. Accordingly because the purpose of this study is to come to a better 

understanding of collaboration, the findings of this research may fuel the reform efforts of 

schools. 



As evidence of this study suggests, the collaboration that underpins school 

improvement entails going beyond the superficial structural changes of reform initiatives. 

Collaboration means involvement in deep and meaningful relationships based on trust 

and respect. It opens up Ieadership opportunities to more people and thus builds capacity 

and support for change. Throughout this study, the importance of developing 

relationships within the school environment has been highlighted. Indeed the process of 

creating new relationships is what facilitates reculturing and makes change a reality. In 

fact, based on the findings of this study and my personal involvement in the change 

process in schools, I would concur with Whitaker (1998) who concluded that it is the 

quality of relationships between and among stakeholders, including students, that makes a 

difference in school improvement. 



Abowitz, K. (1 999). Reclaiming community. Educational Theorv, 49 (2), 149- 
153. 

Aitken, A., & Townsend, D. (1998). Lessons to be learned from the Alberta 
experience: Principals' reactions to restructuring. Canadian Administrator, 37(6), 1-5. 

Alberta Education. (1 993). In-focus, 6(2), 1-4. 

Alberta Education. (1 994). Meeting the challenge: Three-year business plan for 
education. Edmonton: Author. 

Albrecht, T.L., Johnson, G.M. & Walther, J.B. (1 993). Understanding 
communication processes in focus groups. In D. Morgan (Ed.), Successful focus moups: 
Advancing the state of the art ( pp.5 1-64). Newbury Park, CA.: Sage. 

Alexander, G.C. (1 992). The transformation of an urban principal: Uncertain 
times, uncertain roles. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, San Francisco. 

Austin, S.F., & Nava, L. (1994). Collaborative leadership for promoting effective 
schooI change. Practitioner, 21 (I), 1-4. 

Avolio, B.J. (1997). The meat leadership migration to a full range development 
system. (Online). Available: http://civicsource.org/klspdocs/bavolpl.htm. 

Baker, P.J. (1997). Building better schools: How to initiate, sustain, and celebrate 
school improvement. Planning and Chang;inn: An Educational Leadership and Policy 
Journal, 28(3), 130-1 3 8. 

Barley, A.M. (1982). Listening: The forgotten skill. New York: Wiley & Sons. 

Barlow, W., & Robertson, H.J. (1994). Class warfare: The assault on Canada's 
schools. Toronto: Key Porter Books. 

Barth, R. (1 990). Imvrovinn schools from within. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Barth, R. (2001). Teacher leader. Phi Delta Kappan, 82 (6), 443-449. 

Basaraba, J., & Drake, S. (1 997). School-university research partnership: In search 
of the essence. In H. Christiansen, L. Gould, C. Krentz & M. Maeers (Eds.), Recreating 
relationships: Collaboration and educational reform (pp.209-2 1 8). Albany: State 
University of New York Press. 



Bauch, P.A., & Goldring, E.B. (1998). Parent-teacher participation in the context 
of school governance. Peabodv Journal of Education. 73 (1 O), 15-35. 

Beck, L.G. (1 995). Cultivating a caring school community: One principal's story. 
In J. Murphy, & K. Louis (Eds.), Reshaping the principalship: Insights from 
transformational reform efforts (pp. 177-202). Thousand Oaks, CA: Convin. 

Beck, L.G., & Murphy, J. (1 995). Understanding the principalship: Metaphorical 
themes 1920s-1990s. New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Bickel,W.E., & Hattrup, R.A. (1995). Teachers and researchers in collaboration: 
Reflections on the process. American Educational Research Journal, 32(1), 35-62. 

Blase, J., & Blase, J. (2000). Principal's perspectives on shared governance 
leadership. Journal of School Leadership, 10(1), 9-35. 

Eiogdan, R.C., & Biklen, S.K. (1998). Oualitative research in education: An 
introduction to theory and methods (3rd ed.) Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Bolman, LG, & Deal, T.E. (1995). Leading with soul. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Booth, W.C., Colomb, G. & Williams, J. (1995). The craft of research. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press. 

Bos, C., & Anders, P. (1994). The study of student change. In V. Richardson 
(Ed.), Teacher change and the staff development process (pp. 18 1 - 198). San Francisco: 
Jossey Bass. 

Boyd, W.L. (1992). The power of paradigms: Reconceptualizing policy and 
management. Educational Administration Ouarterlv. 28 (3), 504-528. 

Bredeson, P.V. (1 993). Letting go of outlived professional identities: A study of 
role transition and role strain for principals in restructured schools. Educational 
Administration Ouarterlv, 29 (I), 34-68. 

Bullock, A., & Thomas, H. (1 994). The impact of local management on schools: 
Final report. Birmingham, UK: University of Birmingham. 

Bush, R.A., & Folger, J.P. (1994). The promise of mediation: Responding to 
conflict through - empowerment and recornition. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Caldwell, B.J. (1997). The impact of self-management and self-government on 
professional cultures of teaching: A strategic analysis for the 21 st century. In A. 
Hargreaves, & R. Evans (Eds.), Beyond educational reform: Brinninn teachers back in 
(pp.62-74). Buckingharn, UK: Open University Press. 



Caldwell, B.J. (1 999). Education for the public good: Strategic intentions for the 
21st Century. In D. Marsh (Ed.), Preparing our schools for the 21st Century @p. 45-64). 
Alexandria, VA.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Caldwell, J., & Spinks, J.M. (1992). Leading the self-rnana~nn school. London: 
Falmer Press. 

Castle, J. (1 997). Rethinking mutual goals in school-university collaboration. In 
H. Christiansen, L. Goulet, C .  Krentz, & M. Maeers (Eds.), Recreating relationships: 
Collaboration and educational reform (pp. 59-68). Albany: State University of New York 
Press. 

Chapman, J.D. (1 990). School-based decision making and management: 
Implication for school personnel. In J.D.Chapman (Ed.), School-based decision making 
and management (pp.22 1-244). London: The Falmer Press. 

Christensen, M., Eldredge, F., Ibom, K., Johnston, M., Thomas, M. (1996). 
Collaboration in support of change. Theorv into Practice. 35(3), 1 87- 1 93. 

Christiansen, G. (1 992). The channina role of the administrator in an accelerated 
school. Paper presented at the Annual General Meeting of the American Research 
Association, San Francisco. 

Christiansen, H., Goulet, L., Krentz, C., & Maeers, M. (1997). Making the 
connections. In H. Christiansen, L. Goulet, C. Krentz, & M. Maeers (Eds.), Recreating 
relationships: Collaboration and educational reform (pp. 283-290). Albany: State 
University of New York Press. 

Clarke, J.H. (1999). Growing high school reform: Planting the seeds of systemic 
change. NASSP Bulletin. 83(606), 1-9. 

Cole, A.L., & KnowIes, J.G. (1993). Teacher development, partnership research: 
A focus on method and issues. American Educational Research Journal, 30(4), 473-495. 

Conley, D., & Goldman, P. (1994). Ten propositions for facilitative leadership. In 
J. Murphy, & K. Louis (Eds.), Reshaving the princivalship: Insight from transformational 
reform efforts (pp.237-262). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Cooey, P., Eakin, W. & McDaniel, J. (1 992). After patriarchy: Feminist 
transformations of the world of religions. New York: Orbis Books, 

Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1991). Principles for the practice of collaboration in 
schools. Preventing School Failures. 35(4), 6-9. 



Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1992). Interactions: Collaboration skills for school 
professionals. New York: Longrnan. 

Corbett, D., & Wilson, B. (1995). Make a difference with, not for, students: A 
plea to researchers and reformers. Educational Researcher. 24(5), 12- 1 7. 

da Costa, J.L. (1 995a). Teacher collaboration: The roles of trust and respect. Paper 
presented at the American Educational Research Association Annual General Meeting, 
San Francisco. 

da Costa, J.L. (1995b). Teacher collaboration: A comparison of four strategies. 
Alberta Journal of Educational Research, 41 (4), 407-420. 

Cresswell, J. W. (1 998). Oualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among 
five traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage. 

Cresswell, J.W., & Miller, D.L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative 
inquiry. Theorv into Practice 39(3), 124- 129. 

Cresswell, J. W. (1 994). Research desim: Oualitative and quantitative. Thousand 
Oaks, CA., Sage. 

Darling-Hammond, L. (1993). Reforming the school reform agenda. Phi Delta 
Kappan, 74(1 O), 753-76 1. 

Darling-Harnmond, L., BuIlmaster, M., & Cobb, V. (1 995). Rethinking teacher 
leadership through professional development schools. The Elementaw School Journal, 
96(1), 87-106. 

Darling-Hammond, L., & McLaughlin, M. W. (1 995). Policies that support 
professional development in an era of reform. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(8), 597-604. 

David, J.L. (1 989). Synthesis of research on school-based management. 
Educational Leadership, 46(8), 45-53. 

Day, C. (1997). Teachers in the twenty-first century: Time to renew the vision. In 
A. Hargreaves, & R. Evans (Eds.), Beyond educational reform: Bringing teachers back in 
(pp.44-61). Buckingharn, UK: Open University Press. 

Denzin, N.K., & Lincoln, Y.S. (1994). Handbook of qualitative research. 
Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage. 

De Pree, M. (1989). Leadership is an art. New York: Dell. 

Dewey, J. (1927). The public and its ~roblems. New York: Henry Holland. 



Donaldson, G.A., & Sanderson, D.R. (1 996). Working together in schools: A 
guide for educators. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Dosdell, E., & Smith, D. (1998). Restructuring as a means of empowering 
principals. Challenge in Educational Administration, 34(1), 14-23. 

Doud, J. (1995). Planning for school improvement: A curriculum model for 
school-based evaluation. Peabody Journal of Education. 70,(3), 1 75- 1 87. 

Dukewits, P., & Gowin, L. (1 996). Creating successful collaborative teams. 
Joumal of Staff Develo~rnent, 17(4), 12- 15. 

Dyson, L. (1 997). Toward successful researcher-teacher collaboration: Processes 
and benefits involved in developing a special education project. The Alberta Journal of 
Educational Research 43(4), 207-22 1. 

Easton, J. (1991). Decision making and school improvement. Chicago: Chicago 
Panel on Public School Policy and Finance. 

Elkind, D. (1993). School and family in the post-modem world. Phi Delta 
Kappan, 77(1), 8-14. 

Elliot, A., & Woloshyn, V. (1997). Some female professional experiences of 
collaboration: Mapping the collaborative process through rough terrain. The Alberta 
Journal of Educational Research, 43(1), 27-36. 

Elmore, R. (1995). Getting to scale with good educational practice. Harvard 
Educational Review. 66(1), 1 -26. 

Erchul, W.P. (1 992). On dominance, cooperation, team-work, and collaboration in 
school-based consultation. Journal of Educational and Psycho1og;ical Consultation, 3, 
363-366. 

Frey, J.H., & Fontana, A. (1993). The group interview in school research. In D. 
Morgan (Ed.), Success~ l  focus moups: Advancing the state of the art (pp.20-33). 
Newbwy Park, CA.: Sage. 

Fullan, M. (1985). Change processes and strategies at the local level. Elementary 
School Journal, 85(3), 391-42 1. 

Fullan, M. (1 99 1). The new meaning of educational change. New York: Teachers' 
College Press. 

Fullan, M. (1 993a). Change forces: Probing the depths of educational reform. 
New York: Falmer. 



Fullan, M. (1 993b). Coordinating school and district development in restructuring. 
In J. Murphy, & P. HaIlinger (Eds.), Restructuring schooling: Learning fkom ongoing 
efforts (pp. 143- 184). Newbury Park: Corwin. 

Fullan, M. (1 993c). Why teachers must become change agents. Educational 
Leadership, 5 0(6), 12- 1 7. 

Fullan, M. (1997). Emotion and hope: Constructive concepts for complex times. 
In A. Hargreaves (Ed.), Rethinkina educational change with heart and mind (pp. 216- 
233). Alexandria, VA.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Fullan, M. (1 998). Breaking the bonds of dependency. Educational Leadership, 
55(7), 6-10. 

Fullan, M. (1999). Change forces: The sequel. Philadelphia: Falmer. 

Fullan, M., & Hargeaves, A. (1 991). What's worth fi&tinrr: for: Working together 
for your school. Andover, MA: Regional Laboratory for the Educational Improvement of 
the Northeast and Islands. 

Fullan, M., & Hargreaves, A. (1996). What's worth fighting for in your school? 
(2nd ed.). New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Fullan, M., & Miles, M.B. (1992). Getting reform right: What works and what 
doesn't. Phi Delta Kavpan, 73(10), 745-752. 

Fullan, M., & Stiegelbauer, S. (1 99 1). The new meaning of educational change. 
(2nd ed.). New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Friedman, V.J. (1 997). Making schools safe for uncertainty: Teams, teaching and 
school reform. Teachers' College Record, 99(2), 335-370. 

Garmston, R., & Wellman, B. (1 998). Teacher talk that makes a difference. 
Educational Leadership, 55(7), 30-34. 

Gerber, S. (1 99 1). Supporting the collaboration process. Preventing School 
Failure. 35(4), 48-5 1. 

Gerstein, M.S., & Shaw, R.B. (1992). Organizational architectures for the twenty- 
first century. In D.A. Nodlen, M.S. Gerstein, & R.B.Shaw (Eds.), Organizational 
architecture: Designs for changing organizations (pp. 263-273). San Francisco: Jossey 
Bass. 

Gibb, J.R. (1 96 1). Defensive communication. Journal of Communication 1 1, (3), 
143. 



Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1 967). The discoverv of mounded theorv. Chicago: 
Aldine. 

Glesne, C., & Peshkin, A. (1 992). Becoming clualitative researchers - An 
introduction. White Plains, NY: Longrnan. 

Goldman, P., Dunlop, D., & Conley, D. (1993). Facilitative power and 
nonstandartized solutions to school site restructuring. Educational Administration 
Quarterly. 29(1), 69-92. 

Goldring, E., & Rallis, S. (1 993). Principals of dynamic schools: Taking charge of 
change. Newbury Park, CA: Corwin. 

Goldring, E., & Sullivan, A. (1996). Parents and communities shaping the school 
environment. In K. Leithwood, J. Chapman, D. Corson, P. Hallinger, & A. Hart (Eds.), 
International handbook of educational leadership and administration (pp. 195-222). 
Netherlands: Kluwer. 

Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence: Whv it can matter more than 10. 
New York: Bantam. 

Goleman, D. (1998). Working with emotional intelligence. New York: Bantam. 

Goodlad, J. (1 984). A place called school. New York: Bantam Books. 

Gould, R. (1978). Transformations: Growth and channe in adult life. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

Goulet, L., & Aubichon, B. (1997). Learning collaboration: Research in a first 
nations teacher education program. In H. Christiansen, L. Goulet, C. Krentz, & M. 
Maeers (Eds.), Recreating relationships: Collaboration and educational reform (pp. 1 1 5- 
127). Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Gray, B. (1 989). Collaborating: Finding common mound for multi~le problems. 
San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Greenbaum, T.L. (1988). The practical handbook and wide to focus group 
research. Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath. 

Griffin, G.A. (1995). Influences on shared decision making on school and 
classroom activity: Conversations with five teachers. The Elementaw School Journal, 
96(1), 29-43. - 

Guskey, T. (1 986). Staff development and the process of teacher change. 
Educational Researcher, 6 (3), 5- 1 1. 



Guzman, N. (1 994). The leadership covenant: Essential factors for developing 
cocreative relationshi~s within a learninn community. Paper presented at the Leadership 
and Liberal Arts Conference, Marietta, OH. 

Hallinger, P., & Hausrnan, C. (1993). The changing role of the principal in a 
school of choice. In J. Murphy, & P. Hallinger (Eds.), Restructuring schools: Learning 
from on go in^ efforts (pp. 1 14- 142). Newbury Park, CA: Convin. 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R.H. (1996). Reassessing the principal's role in school 
effectiveness: A review of empirical research, 1980- 1995. Educational Administration 
Ouarterlv, 32(1), 5-44. 

Hallinger P., Murphy J., & Hausman, C. (1992). Restructuring schools: 
Principals' perceptions of fhdamental educational reform. Educational Administration 
Ouarterlv, 28(3), 330-348. 

Handy, C. (1990). The age of unreason. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Handy, C. (1996). Bevond certaintv. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Hargreaves, A. (1994). Changing teachers, changing times. New York: Teachers' 
College Press. 

Hargreaves, A. (1 995). School culture, school effectiveness, and school 
improvement. School Effectiveness and School Im~rovement, 6(1), 23-46. 

Hargreaves, A. (1 997). Rethinking educational change: Going deeper and wider in 
the quest for success. In A. Hargreaves (Ed.), Rethinkine, educational change with heart 
and mind (pp. 1-26). Alexandria, VA.: Association for Supervision and Cumculum 
Development. 

Hargreaves, A., & Evans, R. (1997). Teachers and educational refonn. In A. 
Hargreaves, & R. Evans (Eds.), Bevond educational reform: Bringinn teachers back in 
(pp. 1 - 18). Buckingham, UK: Open University Press. 

Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. (2000). Mentoring in the new millennium. Theow 
into Practice, 39 (I),  50-56. 

Hart, A.W. (1995). Reconceiving school leadership: Emergent views. Elementaw 
School Journal, 96(1), 9-28. 

Hatch, T. (1998). The difference in theory that matters in the practice of school 
improvement. American Educational Research Journal. 35(1), 3-3 1. 



Haskin, K. (1 995). A process of learning: The principal's role in participatory 
management. American Educational Research Journal. 35(1), 3-3 1. 

Heller, M.J., & Firestone, W.A. (1 995). Who's in charge here? Sources of 
leadership for change in eight schools. Elementary School Journal, 96(1), 65-86. 

Hickrnan, G.R. (1 997). Transforming organizations to transform society (Online). 
Available: HYPERLINK http://civicsource.org/klspdocs/ghick_pl.htm 

http://civicsource.org/klspdocs/ghick~l.htm . 

Hoover, S., & Achilles, C.M. (1996). Let's make a deal: Collaborating: on a hll- 
service school with your community. Thousand Oaks, CA: Convin. 

Hoover-Dempsey, K.V., Bassler, O.C., & Brissie, J.S. (1987). Parent 
involvement: Contributions of teacher efficacy, school socio-economic status and other 
school characteristics. American Educational Research Journal, 24(3), 41 7-435. 

Hord, S.M. (1986). A synthesis of research on organizational collaboration. 
Educational Leadership, 43(5), 22-26. 

Hoy, W.K., & Sweetland, S.D. (2000). School bureaucracies that work: Enabling 
not coercive. Journal of School Leadership. 10(1), 525-541. 

Huberman, M. (1995). The model of the independent artisan in teachers' 
professional relations. In J.W. Little, & M.W. McLaughlin (Eds.), Teacher's work: 
Individuals, colleagues and contexts (pp. 1 1-50). New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Hudson, P., & Glomb, N. (1997). If it takes two to tango, then why not teach both 
partners to dance? Collaboration instruction for all educators. Journal of Learning 
Disabilities, 30(4), 442-448. 

Johnson, D.W., & Johnson, F.C. (1991). Joining together moup theory and nroup 
skills. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 

John-Steiner, V., Weber, R.J., & Mimis, M. (1998). The challenge of studying 
collaboration. American Educational Research Journal, 35(4), 773-783. 

Karge, B., McClure, M., & Patton, D. (1995). The success of collaboration 
resource programs for students with disabilities in grades 6 through 8. Remedial and 
Special Education, 16(2), 79-89. 

Kelley, R. (1995). In praise of followers. In J.T. Wren (Ed.), The leader's 
companion: Insight on leadership through the ages (pp. 142-148). New York: Free Press. 



Knapp, M., Barnard, K., Gehrke, N. & Teather, E. (1 999). The design of an 
interprofessional community-responsive cuniculum. Teacher Education Quarterly. 26(4), 
31-53. 

Kodel, J. (1993). The design and analysis of focus group studies: A practical 
approach. In D.L. Morgan (Ed.), Successful focus a o u ~ s :  Advancing the state of the art 
(pp.35-50). Newbury Park, CA.: Sage. 

Kouzes, J.M. & Posner, B.Z. (1999). Encouraging the heart. San Francisco, Ca.: 
Jossy-Bass Inc. 

Krueger, R.A. (1988). Focus mouvs: A practical guide for amlied research. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage 

Kreuger, R.A. (1998). Develo~ing questions for focus groups. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 

Krueger, R.A. (1998). Planning focus mou~s.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Krueger, R.A. (1998). Moderating focus a o u ~ s .  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Kurpius, D.J. (1991). Why coIlaborative consultation fails: A matrix for 
consideration. Journal of Educational and Psvcholoaical Consultation, 2(2), 1 93 - 195. 

Leithwood, K. (1 992). The move toward transformational leadership. Educational 
Leadership, 49(5), 8- 12. 

Leithwood, K. (1 994). Leadership for school restructuring. Educational 
Administration Quarterlv, 30(4), 498-5 18. 

Leithwood, K. (1997). Team learning in secondaw schools. Paper presented at the 
Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Chicago. 

Leithwood, K., Begley, f ., & Cousins, B. (19941. Developing expert leadership 
for hture schools. Bristol, PA: Falmer. 

Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (1991). Transformational leadership: How principals 
can help reform school cultures. School Effectiveness and School Improvement. 1 (3) ,  
32-46. 

Levin, B. (1 995). Improving educational productivity through a focus on learners. 
International Studies in Educational Administration, 60(2), 15-21. 

Lieberman, A,, & Grolnick, M. (1997). Networks, reform and the professional 
development of teachers. In A. Hargreaves (Ed.), Rethinking educational change with 



heart and mind (pp. 192-2 15). Alexandria, VA.: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Lieberman, A., & Miller, L. (1984). Teachers, their world and their work: 
Im~lications for school improvement. Alexandria, Va.: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Lieberman, A., & Miller, L. (1991). Staff development for education in the 90's. 
New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Lick, D.W. (2000). Whole faculty study groups: Facilitating mentoring for 
school-wide change. Theorv into Practice. 39 (I), 43-48. 

Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic inquiw. Beverley Hills: Sage. 

Little, J. W. (1 982). Norms of collegiality and experimentation: Workplace 
conditions for school success. American Educational Research Journal, 19(3), 325-340. 

Little, J.W. (1987). Teachers as colleagues. In V. Richardson-Koehler (Ed.), 
Educator's handbook: A research perspective (pp.491-5 18). New York: Longrnan. 

Little, J.W. (1 990). The persistence of privacy: Autonomy and initiative in 
teachers' professional relations. Teachers' College Record. 9 1 (4), 509-53 I. 

Little, J.W. (1993). Teachers' professional development in a climate of 
educational reform. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 15 (2), 129- 15 1. 

Lofland, J., & Lofland, L. (1995). Analyzing social settings. Toronto: 
Wadsworth. 

Lortie, D. (1975). School teacher. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Madriz, E. (2000). Focus groups in feminist research. In N.K. Denzin, & Y.S. 
Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp.835-850). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 

Maehr, M., & Midgley, C. (1996). Transforming school cultures. Boulder, CO: 
Westview. 

Malen, B., & Ogawa, R.T. (1 988). Professional-patron influence in site-based 
governance councils: A case study. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis. 10(4), 
25 1-270. 

Malen, B., Ogawa, R., & Kranz, J. (1990). What do we know about school-based 
management? A case study of the literature - a call for research. In W.H. Clune, & J.F. 



White (Eds.), Choice and control in American education (~01.2): The practice of choice, 
decentralization. and school restructuring (pp.289-342). New York: Falmer. 

Marshall, C., & Rossrnan, G.  (1 995). Designinn qualitative research (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Maxwell, J.A. (1 996). Oualitative research design: An interactive approach. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

McLaughlin, M.W. (1 995). Strategies for teachers' professional development. In 
P. Grimrnett, & J. Newfeld (Eds.), Teacher development and the strun~le for authenticity 
(pp.3 1-5 1). New York: Teachers' College Press. 

McLaughlin, M.W. (1 997). Rebuilding teacher professionalism in the United 
States. In A. Hargreaves, & R. Evans (Eds.), Beyond educational reform: Bringing 
teachers back in (pp.77-93). Buckingham: Open University Press. 

McPherson, R., & Crowson, R. (1 994). The principal as mini-superintendent 
under Chicago school reform. In J. Murphy, & K. Louis (Eds.), Reshaping the 
principalship: Insights from transformational reform efforts (pp.57-76). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Convin.. 

Merriarn, S.B. (1988). Case study research in education: A ~ualitative approach. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Miles, M.B., & Huberman, A.M. (1994). Qualitative data analvsis: An expanded 
sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Mitchell, C., Sackney, L., & Walker, K. (1 996). The postmodern phenomenon; 
Implications for school organizations and educational leadership. Journal of Educational 
Administration and Foundations 1 (I),  38-67. 

Morgan, D.L. (Ed.). (1993). Successful focus groups: Advancing the state of the 
art. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. - 

Morgan, D.L. (1997). Focus m o u ~ s  as aualitative research, Vo1.3 (2nd ed.) 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Morgan, D.H., & Krueger, R. (1993). When to use focus groups and why. In D. 
Morgan (Ed.), Successful focus groups: Advancing the state of the art (pp. 3-14). 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Muilen, C., Cox, M., Boettcher, C. & Adoue, D. (1997). Breaking the circIe of 
one: Redefining mentorship in the lives and writings of educators. New York: Peter 
Lang. 



Mullen, C. A. (2000). Constructing co-mentoring partnerships: Walkways we 
must travel. Theory into Practice, 39 (I), 4-10. 

Muncey, D.E. (1 994). Individual and school wide change in eight coalition 
schools: Findinas fiom a lon&udinal ethnonravhic study. Paper presented at the 
American Educational Research Association Meeting, New Orleans. 

Murphy, J. (1993). Restructuring - In search of a movement. In J. Murphy, & P. 
Hallinger (Eds.), Restructuring schoolinn: Learning fiom ongoinn efforts @p. 1-3 1). 
Newbuy Park, CA: Convin. 

Murphy, J., & Beck, L. (1994). Reconstructing the principalship: Challenges and 
responsibilities. In J. Murphy, & K. Louis (Eds.), Reshaping, the principalship: Insights 
fiom transformational reform efforts (pp. 57-76). Thousand Oaks, CA: Convin. 

Murphy, J., & Beck, L.G. (1995). School-based management as school reform. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Convin. 

Murphy, J., & Hallinger, P. (1993). Restructuring schooling: Learning iiom 
ongoing efforts. In J. Murphy, & P. Hallinger (Eds.), Restructuring; schoolin 
from onnoina effort (pp. 25 1-273). Newbury Park, CA: Convin. 

Mutchler, S., & Duttweiler, P. (1 990). Irnvlicatinn shared decision making in 
school based management: Barriers to changing traditional behaviour. Paper presented at 
the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Boston. 

Newrnann, F. (1993). Beyond common sense in educational restructuring: The 
issues of content and linkage. Educational Researcher, 22(2), 4-1 3. 

Newmann, F., & Wehlage, G. (1995). SuccessfUl school restructuring. Madison, 
WI: Center on Organization and Restructuring of Schools. 

Oakley, E., & Krug, D. (1 991). Enlightened leadership: Getting to the heart of 
change. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

OYShea, D.J., & O'Shea, L.J. (1997). Collaboration and school reform: A twenty- 
first century perspective. Journal of Learning Disabilities. 30(4), 449-462. 

Palmer, P. (1998). The courage to teach. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Patton, M.Q. (1990). Oualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.) 
Newbury Park, CA.: Sage. 



Peterson, K., & Warren, V. (1994). Changes in school governance and principals' 
roles: Changing jurisdictions, new power dynamics, and conflict in restructuring schools. 
In J. Murphy, & K. Louis (Eds.), Reshaping the princi~alship: Insights fiom 
transformational reform efforts (pp.2 19-236). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Phillips, V., & McCullough, L. (1 990). Consultation-based programming: 
Instituting the collaborative ethic. Exceptional Children, 56(4), 29 1-304. 

Prestine, N.A. (1 99 1). Shared decision making in restructuring essential schools: 
The role of the ~ r i n c i ~ a l .  Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the University 
Council for Educational Administration, Baltimore. 

Prestine, N.A. (1992). Feeling the ripples, riding the waves. In J. Murphy, & P. 
Hallinger (Eds.), Restructuring schooling: Learning fiom ongoing efforts (pp.32-62). 
Newbury Park, CA: Corwin. 

Prestine, N.A. (1994). Sorting it out: A tentative analysis of essential school 
change efforts in Illinois. Paper presented at the American Educational Research 
Association Meeting, New Orleans. 

Prestine, N.A. (1 995). Ninety degrees fiom everywhere: New understandings of 
the principal's role in a restructured essential school. In J. Murphy, & K.S. Louis (Eds.), 
Reshaping the principalship: Insi~hts from transformational reform efforts (pp. 123-1 53). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Price, J. (1991). Effective communication: A key to successful col1aboration. 
Preventing School Failure, 35(4), 25-28. 

Riccardi, V.M. & Kurtz, S.M. (1983). Communication and counseling in health 
care. Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas. - 

Richmond, M. (1 996). University/school partnerships: Bridging the cultural gap. 
Theorv into Practice, 35(3), 21 0-2 17. 

Riordon, G. (1 996). Collaboration among teachers in senior h i ~ h  schools. 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Alberta, Edmonton. 

Riordon, G. (1 998). Toward a theory of collaboration among teachers in senior 
high schools. The Canadian Administrator. 37(8), 1 - 1 1. 

Rosenblum, S., Louis, K.S., & Rossmiller, A. (1 994). School leadership and 
teacher quality of work life in restructuring schools. In J. Murphy, & K.S. Louis (Eds.), 
Reshaping; the principalshi~: Insights from transformational reform efforts (pp. 99- 122). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Convin. 



Rosenholtz, S.J. (1989). Teacher's worblace. New York: Longman. 

Rost, J. (1991). Leadership for the twenty-first centurv. New York: Praeger. 

Roy, D. (1995). Participatory decision making: A tool of reform or an empty 
promise. Journal of Staff Development. 16(1), 1 8-22. 

Rudduck, J., Day, J., & Wallace, G. (1997). Students' perspectives on school 
improvement. In A. Hargreaves (Ed.), Rethinking educational change with heart and 
mind (pp.73-91). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. 

Sandell, M., & Sullivan, K. (1 992). Teacher disillusionment and supervision as a 
part of professional development. Alberta Journal of Educational Research. 38 (Z), 133- 
140. 

Sarason, S. (1 971). The culture of the school and the problems of change. Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon. 

Sarason, S. (1991). The predictable failure of educational reform: Can we change 
before it's too late? San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Schlechty, P.C. (1 991). Schools for the twenty-first century: Leadership 
imperatives for educational reform. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Scott, J., & Smith, S. (1987). From isolation to collaboration: Improving the work 
environment of teaching. Paper prepared for the North Central Regional Educational 
Lab., Elrnhurst, IL. 

Scribner, J., Cockrell, D., Cockrell, K., & Valentine, J. (1999). Creating 
professional communities in schools through organizational learning: An evaluation of a 
school improvement process. Educational Administration Quarterlv, 3 5 (I), 1 30- 160. 

Sergiovanni, T.J. (1 994). Building communities in schools. San Francisco: Jossey 
Bass. 

Sellers, C.P. (1998). Collaboration: A potential for school improvement. Paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, 
New Orleans. 

Short, D.M., & Greer, J.T. (1 997). Leadership in empowered schools: Themes 
from innovative efforts. Columbus, OH: Prentice Hall. 

Sizer, T. (1992). Horace's school: Redesiming; the American high schools. 
Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 



Smylie, M.A. (1992). Teacher participation in school decision making: Assessing 
willingness to participate. Educational Evaluation & Policy Analvsis, 14(1), 53-67. 

Smylie, M.A., & Brownlee-Conyers, J. (1 992). Teacher leaders and their 
principals: Exploring the development of new working relationships. Educational 
Administration Quarterlv, 28(2), 1 50- 1 84. 

Smyth, J. (1 991). International perspectives on teacher collegiality: A labour 
process discussion based on concepts of teacher's work. British Journal of Sociolonv of 
Education, 12(3), 323-342. 

Sparks, D. (1 995). A paradigm shift in staff development. Journal of Staff 
Development, 15(4), 26-29. 

Spencer, B. (1 999). An analysis of attitudes and beliefs about public education in 
Alberta. Unpublished master's thesis, University of Calgary. 

Stainback, S., & Stainback, W. (1 988). Understanding and conducting qualitative 
research. Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt. 

Stewart, A.J. (1 996). Collaboration: Towards improved education practice. 
Education Canada, 36(1), 2 1-25. 

Taylor, S.J., & Bogdan, R. (1998). Introduction to qualitative research methods. 
New York: John Wiley & Sons. 

Taylor, D., & Teddlie, C. (1992). Restructuring and the classroom: A view from a 
reform district. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, San Francisco. 

Telford, H. (1 995). Collaborative leadership in urban schools of Melbourne. Paper 
presented at the International Congress of School Effectiveness and Improvement, 
Leeuwarden, Netherlands. 

Timperley, H., & Robinson, V. (1998). Collegiality in schools: Its nature and 
implications for problem solving. Educational Administrative Quarterly, 

Townsend, T. (1994). Goals for effective schools: The view from the field. School 
Effectiveness and School Improvement, 5(2), 127- 148. 

Uline, C.L., & Berkowitz, J.M. (2000). Transforming school culture through 
teaching teams. Journal of School Leasership. 10(1), 41 6-440. 



Wagner, T. (1998). Change as collaborative inquiry: A constructivist methodology 
for reinventing schools. Phi Delta Kappan, 79(7), 512-5 17. 

Weiss, C.H., Carnbone, J., & Wyeth, A. (1992). Trouble in paradise: Teacher 
conflicts in shared decision making. Educational Administration Ouarterlv, 28(3), 350- 

Weiss, C.H., & Cambone, J. (1994). Principals, shared decision making and 
school reform. Educational Evaluation and Policv Analysis. 16(3), 287-301. 

Welch, M. (1998). Collaboration: Staying on the bandwagon. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 49(1), 26-37. 

Welch, M., & Sheridan, S. (1995). Educational partnership: Serving students at 
risk. Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace. - 

West, I.F. (1 990). Educational collaboration in the restructuring of schools. 
Journal of Educational and Psvcholoqical Consultation, 1, 23-40. 

Wheatley, E.A., Brent, R., & Deel, B. (1 997). Focus groups: Gathering 
perspectives on school reform. Planning and Changing: An Educational Leadership 
Policv Journal, 28(4), 219-229. 

Whitaker, K.S. (1 998). The changing landscape of the principal. Plannine: and 
Changing, 29(3), 130- 150. 

Wohlstetter, P., & Odden, A. ( I  992). Rethinking school-based management policy 
and research. Educational Administration Ouarterly, 28(4), 529-549. 

Wood, D. J., & Gray, B. (1 99 1). Toward a comprehensive theory of collaboration. 
Journal of A~plied Behavioural Science. 27(2), 139-162. 



Appendix A 

Consent for Participation in Research 

This document confirms the consent of to participate in the 
research project titled: Toward a n  Understanding of Collaboration Based on Stakeholder 
Participation in School Improvement Initiatives. The researcher is Lorraine Slater, an 
Ed.D student, under the supervision of Dr. C.F. Webber, in the Graduate Division of 
Educational Research, at the University of Calgary. The purpose of the study is to 
document and analyze the perspectives of participants who have been involved in 
collaboration within the context of school improvement initiatives (site-based 
management, school councils, shared decision making, and teacher professionalism). 

As a potential participant, I have been informed to an appropriate level of 
understanding, about the purpose and methodology of this research project, and the nature 
of my involvement. 

I agree to participate in this project by doing the following: 
* participate in two focus group interviews, the first with participants who have the 
same role as myself, and the second in a mixed grouping. 
11s Allow any comments made by me in the interview settings to become part of the 
research data (without the use of names). 

I understand and agree that: 
My participation is voluntary and I have the right to withdraw fkom the research at 

any time without penalty. The researcher has a corresponding right to terminate my 
participation in this research at any time. Participation or non-participation will have no 
effect on my position within my school, the Calgary Board of Education, or the 
community. I am also granted veto rights over the transcripts of the interviews that I am 
involved in. The transcripts of these interviews will be returned to me to allow me to 
check their accuracy and to decide if I would like to exercise my right of veto. 

The audio tapes, transcripts, and other data related to the research will be kept in the 
researcher's home in a locked cabinet for three years after the completion of the project. 
Following this interval of time, the data will be shredded andlor erased. 

My name and school will not be used at any time in publications or reports of the 
findings of this research. I will be referred to in terms of my referent group within the 
school (parent, teacher, principal, or assistant principal). As well, confidentiality and 
anonymity will be assured by the use of aliases throughout the research process and in the 
dissertation. 

I understand that because of the nature of the research my identity and what I say may 
not be concealed fiom other participants in the study. Accordingly, to reduce the risk 
to me, guidelines fiom The AIberta Teachers' Code of Professional Conduct, and the 
personal and professional integrity of all participants will be followed and maintained 
throughout the project. 



If you have further questions regarding the study or the contents of this consent form, 
please contact the principal investigator: 
Lorraine Slater 
Ed.D Student 
Graduate Division of Educational Research 
The University of Calgary Telephone: (403) 777-83 10 (office) 
Calgary, Alberta (403) 278-1 539 ( res. ) 
T2N 1N4 E-Mail: lcslater@ucalgary.ca 

Questions concerning matters related to this project of the contents of this consent fonn 
may also be directed to the principal investigator's academic advisor: 
Dr. C.F. Webber 
Associate Dean of Graduate Studies 
Faculty of Education 
The University of Calgary Telephone: (403) 220-5694 
Calgary, Alberta Fax : (403) 282-0083 
T2N 1N4 E-mail: cwebber@ucalgary.ca 

If you have any questions concerning your participation in this project, you may contact 
this office: 
Chair of the Education Joint Research Ethics Committee 
Faculty of Education 
The University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta 
T2N 1N4 Telephone: (403) 220-5626 

You may also contact Pat Evans - Research Services, The University of Calgary 
Telephone: (403) 220-3782 
Fax : (403) 289-0693 

I have read the consent form and I understand the nature of my involvement 
in this research project. 1 agree to participate within the above parameters. 

Name: Signature: 

Date: Researcher: 

Please sign this copy and return it to the researcher. A duplicate copy will be 
returned to you for your records. Thank you for your willingness to participate in this 
project. Your involvement will enable you to become more informed about the beliefs 
and perspectives of other educational stakeholders concerning collaboration, as well as 
becoming more aware of your personal beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours, your input will 
become part of an increased understanding of the process and potential of collaboration in 
school improvement initiatives. 



Appendix B 

Question Guide for the Focus Group Interviews 

Soecific Research Question 1 
What is the nature of collaboration? 

Subsidiary Ouestions 
(a) How has the collaborative relationship developed? 
(b) How do stakeholders collaborate? 
(c) What is the content of collaboration? 

Focus mouv auestions for the first interview 
1. Think back to a personal experience with collaboration and describe it. 
2. What brought you together? 
3. What nourished your collaboration? 
4. Who holds the power in your collaboration? 
5. How do you deal with differences in authority and status? 
6. To what extent do you want to be involved in decision making in your school? 
7. When is it a time not to collaborate? 

Focus moup questions for the second interview 
1. Think back to a time when you felt "ripped off' in a collaborative situation and 

describe it. 
2. Describe an experience in which the expectation to collaborate didn't fit with 

the situation you found yourself in. 
3. Describe a time you felt uncomfortable in a collaborative situation. 
4. What do you think is the driving force behind collaboration in schools? 
5. When is it a time not to collaborate? 

Specific Research Question 2 
What are the skills and attitudes necessary for collaboration? 

Subsidiary Ouestion 
How have participants gained their knowledge and skills? 

Focus group questions for the first interview 
1. What skills are needed for collaboration and how have you acquired them? 
2. How have you learned about the process? 

Focus group questions for the second interview 
1. What's the best way to leam about collaboration? 
2. If we had a "collaboration kit," what might be in it? 
3. To what extent do you believe that collaboration is a learned versus a natural 

process? 
4. What is the hard work of collaboration? 

Specific Research Question 3 
What are the ways in which a principal influences collaboration? 



Subsidiary Research Questions 
(a) How has the role of the principal changed in the collaborative context? 
(b) How does the principal support collaboration? 

Focus nroup questions for the first interview 
1. Does the principal have a role in fostering collaboration? 
2. Is there a style of leadership that is consistent with collaboration? 

Focus group questions for the second interview 
1. What are the things a principal does to support collaboration? 
2. How has the role of the principal changed in the collaborative context? 
3, How have the roles of other stakeholders changed in the collaborative context? 
4. What has helped you to better understand the role of other stakeholders? 

Specific Research Ouestion 4 
What are the outcomes of collaboration? 

Subsidiary Research Ouestions 
(a) How do stakeholders describe good or successful collaboration? 
(b) What is the relationship between collaboration and school improvement? 

Focus group questions for the first interview 
1. How would you describe good or successful collaboration? 
2. What is the relationship between collaboration and school improvement? 

Focus group questions for the second interview 
1. Have you experienced occasions when you have set aside you own interest for 

the common good? 
2. How does a person's ego interfere with collaboration? 
3. In a collaborative relationship have you felt like you got more than you gave? 



Appendix C 

Introduction to the First Interview 

Welcome and Pumose 
I'd like to welcome everyone here today. Thank you for taking the time to join our 

discussion on collaboration. You are participating in a focus group interview. A focus 
group interview is an interview in which people come together to talk about a topic that 
they all have had some experience with. I have invited you all to participate because in 
different ways you all have been involved in collaboration, and I am interested in your 
views because of those experiences. The focus group interview is not st collection of 
simultaneous individual interviews, but rather a discussion in which the conversation 
flows prompted by questions by myself as the moderator of the focus group. 

Topic 
Today we'll be discussing your thoughts, experiences, and perspectives about 

collaboration. What I am interested in is your lived experience of collaboration. There are 
no wrong answers, but rather differing points of view based on personal experiences. 
Different experiences correspond to different perspectives on the topic. Therefore please 
feel free to share your feelings, ideas, and perspectives even if they differ fiom what 
others may have said. 

Procedures 
Before we begin, let me suggest some things that will make our discussion most 

productive. 
1. Please speak up--and only one person at a time, I am taping our conversation because I 
don't want to miss any of your comments. 
2. We'll be on a first name basis--the name cards will help you to refer to each other by 
name. We'll be using aliases which will ensure confidentiality and anonymity in the 
research. In sharing your experiences, the educators in the group will adhere to our 
professional code of conduct by not naming other individuals, nor will you be asked to 
make judgmental, negative or unprofessional remarks about individuals. 
3. Please refrain fkom tapping or knocking on the table as the microphone is highly 
sensitive and will pick up those sounds. 

Moderator's Role 
My role as moderator is to ask questions and listen. I will guide the discussion but 

not participate in sharing views, engaging in discussion or in any way shaping the 
outcome of the interview. I want you to feel comfortable in talking with one another and 
if you wish to respond to what another person has said, please feel free to do so. I'll be 
asking you four or five key questions with several follow-up questions under each general 
question. So fkom time to time I'll be moving the discussion fkom one question to another 
so that we're able to talk about all of the key issues. 

It's important to hear from all of you today because you have different 
experiences. Therefore, if one of you is sharing a lot, I may ask you to let others talk. If 



you aren't saying much, I may ask for your comments. We have a fairly full agenda, so 
I'll apologize in advance if I have to cut off discussion at any point. I don't want to be 
impolite, but I may have to intenupt and bring us back to the main topic if we get too far 
afield. 

Let's begin finding out more about each of you by going around the table. Tell us 
about your school, what you do, and how long you have been in your current position. 

Introductory Ouestion 
Think back to a personal experience with collaboration. The experience might 

have been with one other person, a small group, or a large group. Describe that 
collaborative experience. 



Appendix D 

Interest in the Study Form 

Research Project Title: Toward an Understanding of Collaboration Based on 

Stakeholder Participation in School Improvement Initiatives 

Investigator: Lorraine SIater, Ed.D. Candidate 

Supervisor: Dr. Charles Webber, Associate Dean of Graduate Studies, University of 

Calgary 

1. Please indicate if you would like to have more information about the project. I 

will telephone you in order to give you any fbrther details that you may require 

about the study, and to respond to questions that you may have. 

2. If you are able, please indicate the name of a teacher who might be a possible 

participant in the study 

School: 

3. Please include the name of a parent (s) who might participate in the study 

School: 

The possibility of a response would be appreciated by March 24,2000. 

Thank you for your consideration of andlor participation in this study. 

Lorraine Slater 



Appendix E 

Introduction Letter to School Council Chairpersons 
April 3,2000 

Chairperson 
School Council 

Dear XXXXX, 

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lorraine Slater, and I am a doctoral student in 
the Graduate Division of Educational Research at the University of Calgary. My research 
study is entitled Toward an Understanding of Collaboration Based on Stakeholder 
Participation in School Improvement Initiatives. 

I am also the assistant principal at a large elementary school in XXX. Therefore, as a 
member of XXX (along with your school) I have the opportunity to invite parents, 
teachers, principals and assistant principals from other elementary schools in our 
community to participate in my research. 

My study examines collaboration. The purpose is to document and analyze the 
perspectives of participants who have been involved in collaboration within the context 
of school improvement initiatives such as site-based management, school councils, shared 
decision making, and teacher professionalism. The parent voice is an important 
component for participation in this research. 

Your time commitment to the study would be to participate in two focus group interviews 
that will be scheduled to accommodate participants' busy lives. The research interviews 
will take place over the next several months. Further information is provided concerning 
participation in the Consent for Participation in Research forms that I have enclosed with 
this letter. These forms are a part of the ethics proposal for this study that has been 
approved by the University of Calgary. Please be assured that your involvement as Chair 
of your school council provides you with the experience and background needed to be a 
participant in this study. Your input will become part of an increased understanding of 
the process and potential of collaboration in school improvement. 

Your participation in this study would be highly valued. If I may call you next week, you 
can ask me questions and get a sense of who I am and what I am about. If you have 
already decided that you would like to participate in the research I would be most 
grateful. h this case, please sign the Consentfor Participation in Research forms and 
return them to me in the enclosed, self-addressed envelope at your earliest convenience. 

Thanks for considering this. 

Lorraine Slater 



Appendix F 

Contact Script 

1. Introduction 

2. Purpose of the call 

- invite participation in the study 

- seek help in identifying other participants in the study 

3. Criteria for selection 

- involved in school improvement initiatives such as school councils, shared 

decision making, team teaching, or preparation of the school improvement plan. 

4. Confidentiality and anonymity 

5. Risks and benefits for participants 

6. Answer and note questions 

7. Set date and time for next contact 



Appendix G 

Confirmation of Participation Letter 

April 6. 2000 

XXXX 

Teacher 

XXXX Elementary 

Dear XXXX, 

I appreciate your considering participation in this study called Toward an 

Understanding of Colla boration Based on Stakeholder Participation in School 

Improvement Initiatives. I hope that your involvement would enable you to become more 

informed about the beliefs and perspectives of other educational stakeholders concerning 

collaboration, as well as becoming more aware of your own personal beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviors. Your input would become part of an increased understanding of the 

process and potential of collaboration in school improvement initiatives. 

Should you agree to participate in the study, as part of the process of informed 

consent, please read the encIosed two pages entitled Consent for Participation in 

Research. Your signature indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information regarding your participation in the research project. Please make a copy of 

these two pages for your records and fwture reference. I would appreciate it if you could 

forward the original copies to me in the enclosed, self-addressed envelope, at your earliest 

convenience. 

Thank you for considering this. If you agree to participate in the study, I will be 

calling you soon to arrange a time for our first focus group interview. 

Sincerely, 

Lorraine Slater 



Appendix H 

Scheduling of First Interview 

Fax Transmission 

To: xxxxx 

Fax Number: 

School: XXXXX 

Subject: Scheduling of focus group interviews 

Number of pages: 1 

Date: April 24,2000 

I would like to set the date for the first focus group interview in which you will 
be involved. I'd like to complete the first set of interviews by May 19". I thought that the 
most expedient way to find appropriate dates that would suit the four people in each 
group was to try and co-ordinate individual schedules. Therefore, please have a look at 
the dates in May listed below, and indicate the date@) that you would not be available to 
attend by marking N. A. on the calendar. Please remember that the interviews will be 
scheduled from 4:30-6:00 P.M., Monday through Friday at XXXXX. I will put 
together everyone's schedule and come up with a day that would work for the group. I 
would ask that you fax this sheet and information back to me as soon as possible so 
that I can do the coordination, and let everyone know the selected time. I know that we a11 
need to get our lives in order over these next two busy months! I will call you as soon as 
possible with the date and room location for our interview. 

Thanks again for your participation! I'm looking forward to the interview. 

M A Y  2000 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 

From: Lorraine Slater 



Appendix I 

Letter to participants concerning validation of transcripts 

Graduate Division of Educational Research 
University of Calgary 
Calgary 
Alberta 
T2N !N4 
Phone: 278-1539 (h) 

777-83 10 (w) 
Email: lcslater@,ucalgary.ca 

July 28,2000 

Dear [PARTICIPANT] 

I am returning the transcript of our second focus group interview. If there is anything in 
the transcript that you would not like me to include in the analysis, or anything, which 
upon reflection, misrepresents your views, please phone me. I am aware that there are 
some typographical errors. As well you will notice the use of this sign (???) in the text 
when it was impossible for the transciber or myself to decipher what was said on the tape 
because of background noise, an individual speaking too softly, or two people speaking 
at the same time. In studying the text, I feel that the missing words, or phrases do not 
detract from the speaker's meaning or intent. However if you have anything to add which 
might clarifjr meaning in the text where these gaps occur, please do not hesitate to call 
me. 

Please phone me by August 7" if you have any concerns with the transcript. If I do not 
hear from you I will assume that you have no objections to including the transcript in my 
study. 

At a later date, as I progress with my analysis of the data and the writing of my 
dissertation, I am hoping to send you a point-form summary of the findings of the study. 
At that time, I will once again be asking for your feedback on the research. 

Thank you for your ongoing participation in this study. 

Regards 

Lorraine Slater 



Appendix J 
Letter to participants coilceming validation of findings 

April 23, 2001 

Dear Participant, 

Enclosed with this letter is a copy of the four chapters of my dissertation that report the 

information that you provided in the interviews. I am returning these chapters to you so 

that you may read them and advise me if there is anything that you are uncomfortable 

with. Although I have provided you with copies of the interview transcripts, I feel that it 

is best to err on the side of caution and give you another opportunity to veto any quotes or 

general comments that you are concerned about. 

As you h o w  you have been given an alias and also that, as far as possible, information 

about you and your school has been presented in a general manner to reduce the 

likelihood that you might be identified. This is standard practice in research of this kind. 

While you are reading this please remember that even though you know who you are, 

other readers will not. However, while dissertations have a reputation of not being widely 

read, a copy of the dissertation will be provided to your school district for its library. I 

would also like to publish an article based on this study, but in that I will report the 

findings in a more general fashion. 

Please read these chapters and phone me before May 4" if you have concerns. You may 

phone me at work at 777-83 10 or home at 278-1 549. 

Thank you for your ongoing cooperation. 

Regards 

Lorraine Slater 




