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In relation to individual practitioners, we interviewed 13 ASTs in the course of the 
research, three of whom were based in the Beacon schools and excellence clusters. 
The original brief specified eight. We were able to interview only 10 partners who had 
worked with ASTs instead of the 14 specified: to compensate, we also interviewed 
two practitioners who had worked with Best Practice Research Scholars. In relation to 
BPRS, we originally intended to interview four, but had such a positive response to 
our inquiries that we eventually interviewed twelve. Twelve heads were interviewed 
specifically for this phase of the research, but in total, a further 24 were interviewed 
through the course of the research. The original brief specified 18.  We undertook to 
research up to ten ‘brokers’ but in fact talked to 13, some of whom we encountered 
during other phases of the research such as the EiC work. 
 
We undertook two in-depth case studies through which we explored in greater detail 
questions about teachers’ practice and the ‘partner’s’ perspective.  
 
In addition, we collected data from schools that had participated in the ‘Leading 
Aspect’ programme. The DFES put us in touch with the Leading Aspect team, who 
sent out a letter on our behalf and 11 schools contacted us by email, letter or phone as 
a result. Whilst not in the original proposal, this data extended our contact with 
practitioners and was used partly to enable us to reflect on the issues around 
accrediting ‘good practice’.  
 
During the course of our research we also held two invitation seminars on 30th June, 
2003 and 23rd April, 2004 with colleagues operating at a national level in areas of 
work including or allied to practice transfer. These events were designed to raise key 
issues emerging from our research and give us a feel for whether or not they resonated 
with participants’ perceptions of current work in the field. 
 
 
1.3 Methodological cautions 
 
We encountered a number of challenges in the process of research, which have 
implications both for our findings and for policy in this area.  For instance, a number 
of schools refused or ignored our requests to be involved in the research, particularly 
those in urban areas of high social deprivation. As mentioned above, we were also 
cautioned against approaching schools in challenging circumstances, which were seen 
as struggling and overloaded. Our data thus tends to favour schools in more 
advantageous circumstances. If, as we suspect, there is a tendency for the 
beneficiaries of policy to be the ones best placed to willingly welcome external 
evaluation and research interest we need to be aware of dangers of the development of 
an unintended, self-perpetuating orthodoxy. 
 
In many cases, lead schools within networks acted as ‘gatekeepers’ to others. As a 
result, it was hard to obtain partner viewpoints, particularly where partnerships may 
have failed or run into difficulties. Similarly, within schools, we tended to spend more 
time with senior managers than with classroom teachers. Whilst we valued their time 
and generosity, the ‘official’ perspectives of senior staff often differed from those of 
the classroom teachers at whom much policy is ultimately aimed. Despite our efforts, 
the views of ‘ordinary’ classroom practitioners are under-represented here.   
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Several schools would not allow us access to teachers unless we could provide cover 
for the lessons they would miss if they did so. Those schools that seemed to have 
more ‘slack’ in their system to release staff unsurprisingly turned out to be the better 
funded, ‘successful’ schools. To rely on schools being able, in effect, to self-fund their 
involvement in research may mean that findings will tend to be based on a relatively 
narrow range of schools. 
 
Our report relies heavily on accounts rather than observations of teaching and practice 
sharing. Such accounts are problematic as a basis for claims about practice transfer for 
a number of reasons. In the first place they are often subject to idealisation and 
simplification about process and impact, as was evident in those cases where we were 
able to contrast versions given by ‘originators’ and ‘receivers’. Moreover, large parts 
of what teachers do are not accessible through discourse, but will always remain tacit. 
Even where practitioners are able to articulate aspects of their expertise, the 
relationship between language and practice is complex.  Observation was to be the 
main research tool that could give us access to different representations of practice, 
yet it proved difficult to observe lessons as originally intended. Some staff, 
particularly in partner schools, appeared unused to being observed and to interpret our 
requests as a desire to judge and assess their work. Moreover, our research schedule 
gave us little time to develop the kinds of trusting relationships that might have made 
staff more open and confident in their dealings with us. 
 
 
1.4 Overview 
 
This research into ‘Factors influencing the Transfer of Good Practice’ is centrally 
about how teachers learn from each other in ways that affect the daily practice of their 
work. Our report is divided into five main sections. Following our Introduction & 
Overview, our second section - Teachers Learning With & From Each Other 
Over Time - underscores four elements of practice transfer that seem to us to have 
special significance. These are, firstly and most importantly, that this kind of teacher 
learning is a social process that is sustained by relationships and trust; secondly, that 
it is a personal and inter-personal process that has to engage with our sense of who we 
are, with teacher and institutional identity; thirdly, that it requires conditions that 
provide support for learner engagement fostering the willingness to try something 
out; and, lastly, that the work of transfer has to be sustained over time. It is not a quick 
fix. It requires a more sophisticated and more patient understanding of time than is 
customarily acknowledged or allowed. 
 
Section 3 Enabling Transfer attends to the prominent practicalities of transfer. The 
work of transfer offers an illustrative framework for understanding the different sorts 
of activity that teachers engage in under the aegis of practice transfer. Structures and 
transfer identifies four key components in the organisational architecture of 
collaborative work and the subsequent People and transfer (1) and People and 
transfer (2) consider the role of headteachers and other staff in developing and 
supporting collaborative learning within and between schools and the role of external 
brokers and networks in that process. 
 
 
 



 

6 

Section 4 The Challenge of Good Practice pays particular attention to what is meant 
by a professional practice and to the sometimes problematic issue of What is ‘good 
practice’? Considering what respondents told us and what relevant research literature 
has to say about these matters inevitably raised the question How do we know if ‘good 
practice’ is good? Likewise it also seemed important to address The challenge of 
evaluation, to ask questions about whether practice transfer actually leads to the kind 
of positives outcomes and capacities its advocates hope for. We then round off this 
section of our report by briefly picking up on what seemed to us a significant issue to 
do with encouraging good practice and asking the question Should ‘good practice’ be 
accredited? 
 
Our final Section 5 Research Findings and Recommendations offers nineteen 
recommendations arising from our research. We target these at three different 
audiences: 

� School Practitioners 
� Local government, other enabling organisations and networks 
� Central government policy makers & agencies 

 
The recommendations themselves are grounded in five key areas and include 
important foci for future research as well as immediate action points. The first of these 
areas is the central notion of  

� Joint practice development 
The other four, which provide important touchstones for the successful realisation of 
joint practice development, are 

� Relationships 
� Institutional and teacher identity  
� Learner engagement 
and 
� Understanding time 

 
 
Lastly, Appendix 1 contains the shortened version of our Initial Literature Review. 
This early document, now inevitably incomplete, served as an orienting device for the 
conceptual basis of our work and contributed significantly to the emergence of our 
research design. On the advice of our DfES research project Steering Group it is 
offered in that spirit and in the hope that readers may find something in it which 
invites deeper engagement with a literature that continues to grow apace in a number 
of allied fields. 
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2.1 Relationships & trust 
 
 
Rationalistic models of practice transfer assume that practice content is the main 
driver of relationships and thus of transfer. However, it needs to be put alongside the 
responses of our research participants who repeatedly referred to the social, personal 
and interpersonal dimension of collaboration: ‘It’s essential that the personal 
relationships are right’. A ‘relationships model’ for practice transfer, where 
relationships are acknowledged to be the primary encounter from which choices about 
activity emerge, may be at least as relevant as a content-driven model. If who you 
collaborate with and how you do it matters as much, if not more, than what you 
collaborate on, this has important implications for policy.   
 
Relationships have several dimensions: 
 
 
2.11 Prior relationships 
 
Long-term, prior, relationships were seen by many participants to be enabling. Many 
examples arose where practice transfer was seen to have been successful because it 
drew on existing relationships: ‘Cold calling doesn’t work very well. You need to 
invest time to develop partnerships. It’s about personal contact and time.  You need to 
grow a relationship’ (Deputy Head) 
 
These prior relationships covered a huge range of interconnections and continuities 
that include individual contacts such as governors, parents, friends, family (husbands / 
wives / partners / daughters / sons); previous schools where teachers had been 
colleagues; school clusters; primary / secondary transfer arrangements; subject 
associations; headteacher associations operating at local and national level; Higher 
Education links, either through Initial Teacher Education or through broader 
professional engagement; LEA links, sometimes through support arrangements for 
NQTs; diocesan links; previous or over-lapping networks and what one respondent 
described as ‘circles in circles’. 
 
A number of factors seem to have been important in making these prior relationships 
fruitful. Sometimes it had to do with individual personality (e.g. vibrancy, openness, 
‘a really nice guy’ / person), but more often it had to do with professional reputation. 
Sometimes it had to do with shared values and beliefs (e.g. a similar philosophy about 
education and of children’s importance within it) and sometimes to do with 
educational and professional solidarity. An interesting example of the latter involved 
the head of one school contacting the head of another, which had been temporarily put 
in special measures, to express his disagreement with the judgement and offer 
support. The partner head appreciated this professional solidarity, contrasting it 
favourably with another school that only made contact when it needed his school’s 
name on a funding bid. It laid the groundwork for partnership work even though 
nothing formally began until some time after that.  
 
Whilst the nature of these prior relationships clearly differs in many important 
respects, what remains constant is their generic capacity to motivate, energise and, 
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most importantly of all, provide the basis of trust on which the development of 
subsequent learning and professional exchange is founded.  
 
Some argued that more mature forms of collaborative relationships enable much more 
creative and profound forms of learning than more fleeting or more superficial 
encounters.  Teachers and particularly headteachers suggested that they were able to 
take bold or risky decisions when supported by ‘friends’. Thus, a senior manager in 
one of a group of schools that had developed a significant partnership over a number 
of years felt their work was productive and more challenging ‘because we’ve worked 
together for three or four years. Now we are in a much more powerful position to say 
when we don’t like what the other schools are saying.’  
 
In the view of another respondent, the give and take of any successful collaboration 
rested on the fact that ‘You can say what you feel and that is the important thing. This 
stems out of the group knowing one another and having the ability to compromise and 
work through problems.’  Such relationships also helped to ‘reflect back’ what they 
had learnt, where otherwise it might have been lost. They acted as sounding boards 
and guardians of how far they had come.  
 
However, there are also some limitations. Long term relationships between schools 
are subject to breaking up and falling out. They could turn into long term hostilities, 
as had been the case for example with a number of schools that had adopted GMS: 
years later, some local schools still refused to cooperate with them.  The optimistic 
corollary of this is that, conversely, relationships that begin negatively or with 
scepticism can also be turned around and become more positive in time. 
 
It is also possible that such long-term relationships can become less, rather than more, 
challenging. Practitioners can develop common understandings that are less 
permeable to critical insights, all the more so because they are shared. One confident 
Leading Edge Partnership school directed us to a partner school in a neighbouring 
borough, acknowledging that close-knit LEAs can induce complacency: teachers in 
the partner school did indeed have a rather different perspective on the first school, 
although it is questionable how openly they would have communicated this to it. 
However, encouraging sharing across established communities may help gain fresh 
perspectives on ways of working. 
 
Whilst the significance of prior relationships does not suggest that establishing new 
partnerships is doomed to failure, it does indicate that that it will not necessarily be 
successful simply because collaboration is seen as a good thing to do, and that such 
arrangements require considerable investment of time, resources and commitment. 
Those who had been involved in establishing new partnerships had often started from 
key principles:  

‘Seven schools sat at a table and declared openness, frankness and honesty as 
part of their policies, which I feel is crucial, and we’ve stuck to that, nobody has 
breached that.’ (Headteacher) 
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They also suggested that doing so successfully usually required: ‘quick wins’, that is, 
joint endeavours that had fairly immediate results; gestures of goodwill to establish 
positive and trusting relationships (in many cases, originator schools had the power to 
offer concrete gifts in the form of money for resources or cover); and meaningful 
activities:  

‘What it’s all about is making your initial collaboration meaningful. It has to be 
about something that matters to those parties involved. If that works, the effect 
that you get from that, from that practical experience of collaboration, is the 
trust. You can then build on that and it develops a momentum of its own.’  (EAZ 
Director) 

 
 
2.12 Trusting relationships 
 
Many research participants saw trust as crucial within relationships. Practice transfer 
potentially puts schools in a precarious opposition: teaching is the lifeblood of a 
school. If teaching is subjected to heavy criticism, or if practice is ‘poached’ without 
being reciprocated, the process may undermine rather than improve a school’s 
position.   Trust is therefore necessary for schools to begin collaboration.  
 
Again, trust has several dimensions. For instance, for partner teachers it may be 
important that an originator is non-threatening, ‘on their side’, and can be trusted to 
maintain confidentiality.   This is linked in turn to questions of who has control of the 
process, and how admission of weaknesses will be interpreted.  
 
Trust can involve both parties feeling that the process is being taken seriously and that 
the efforts being made are understood and appreciated. In a number of examples, 
partners clearly had little investment in a collaborative process, in one case treating 
occasions when other teachers visited their school to demonstrate lessons as ‘time 
off’, which led to distrust of the process by originators. 
 
Research participants frequently spoke of the corrosive effects of competition 
between schools in destroying trust. This was a particular issue where schools were 
competing for students in the same locality. This might explain, for instance, why 
there were so many more prominent examples of secondary-primary than secondary-
secondary collaboration, and why Specialist Schools appeared to collaborate 
relatively little with schools in their direct locality and instead worked with other 
Specialist Schools, often across LEA or catchment area borders.(2) 
 
However it could also involve competition for ‘recognition’. Very few of those we 
talked to were hoping to commercialise their practices, instead sharing them for 
motives other than profit: most would probably agree with the head who argued that 
good practice ‘is much better if it is adapted and then given back to you. You get 
better at your practice because you have to share it, and then you get something 
back’.  Nonetheless, some took part in what might be seen as a government-sponsored 
market, where developing ‘good practice’ could bring rewards in the form of public  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(2)  See: D. Penny (2004), ‘Policy Tensions being played out in practice: the Specialist Schools 
initiative in England’ Journal for Critical Education Policy Studies 2 (1) 
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acknowledgement, status, and invitations on to the ‘conference circuit’, for example. 
In these cases, schools often demanded that they were acknowledged as originators of 
particular practices. However, as word spread and other schools adopted them it often 
became difficult to maintain control of this process and in some cases this risked 
damaging relationships, trust, or at least, egos.  
 
Some participants suggested that trust could be more easily established in contexts 
where competition was not an issue, and advocated partnerships at geographical 
distance. However, we came across few examples where such partnerships were 
maintained successfully over time. They were resource-heavy, in that those involved 
generally felt a need to meet face to face at some stages: but this tended to limit the 
number of individuals who could be spared from a school, and, because the 
experiences of collaboration could not therefore be widely shared, to limit the impact 
of the partnership.  Technological solutions such as video conferencing were 
generally admitted to have limited success, being more useful for short administrative 
meetings than more creative practice-sharing ones where details of body language and 
expression were all-important.  Often successful long-distance collaboration relied on 
prior relationships, for instance, where individuals had worked together at one time 
and then moved away. 
 
 
2.13 Relationships and tacit knowledge 
 
We were frequently told that prior relationships were seen as effective because 
participants did not have to spend a long time ‘getting to know’ one another. This may 
be important in terms of the challenge of tacit knowledge in professional learning, as 
discussed in our Initial Literature Review.  Much of what is important and rich in 
professional knowledge and practice lies beneath the surface of professional 
awareness and is very hard to access. This may account for why the products of a 
lengthy and thoughtful process of practice development, such as teaching packs or 
schemes of work, sometimes appear thin and even meaningless when presented to 
outsiders who have not been party to the tacit understandings underlying them.  
However, working within a context of relationships may enable partners to get a feel 
for what the originator does and takes for granted in the originator context. The 
partner is then better able to make judgements about what seems promising and how 
they might engage in similar work in the different context of their own school.  
 
Without such relationships, it may be far harder for teachers to understand where each 
other is ‘coming from’ and knowledge of the nuances of school cultures needs to be 
grown at the start of the partnership. Thus, one assistant head of an originator school, 
whose partnership with another, equally successful, school was eventually abandoned, 
suggested retrospectively that far more time needed to have been spent on coming to 
understand the unspoken assumptions underlying how each of them worked. One 
apparently small example was whether teachers expected students to work on topics 
in their own time, at home, and to draw on their own resources. The fact that the 
partner school could rely on students to do this, but the originator school could not, 
revealed a great deal about the different cultural and material capital of their students, 
which was not immediately evident when they began working together. She argued 
that they would have needed to invest time in ‘scaffolding’ and staging the work, with 
small-scale piloting of approaches first such as observing lessons, talking for longer, 
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sharing ideas, so that they had a working relationship and ethos within the team that 
was ‘safe’. Even just seeing each others’ schools, how classrooms were set up and 
groupings physically organised, was necessary to make conversations real and to 
understand what might on the surface have seemed to be minor differences, yet which 
proved fundamental to their existing approaches.  
 
 
2.14 It matters who it is: ‘The person connection is significant’ 

‘If you think about practice that has really affected you, it’s most likely going to 
be a particular practitioner – doing something definitely, but they are going to 
be inspiring in themselves … The person connection is significant … There is a 
lot of emphasis on finding resources and strategy and stuff, and you do need 
definite things to do and definite ways of working, but at the same time, you 
need people that are convincing in talking about it.’ (BPRS teacher.) 

 
Teachers, our research participants repeatedly reminded us, are ‘people people’.  That 
is, more than many other kinds of professional, their working lives are deeply bound 
up with forming relationships, and their satisfaction and success crucially depend on 
how they do so. This may partly account for the importance many accorded to the 
‘person connection’ in practice transfer.   Practices express a person’s being, who they 
are professionally and sometimes personally, and teachers respond strongly to this 
encounter with people, not just with ideas or interesting practices. Thus, an 
experienced broker, who works in both commercial and educational circles, reflected 
that  

‘The one thing that blinds (people involved in this kind of work) is this feeling 
that knowledge can only be transferred by people writing papers or people 
putting it up on the internet and they almost forget the spoken word. Yet I think 
the spoken word is the most powerful from what I’ve seen, because that’s where 
you get the real, the people power.’ 

a point echoed by an assistant head involved in one of the two virtual EAZs we 
researched who felt that ‘the face to face bit, drawing people together is key.’ 
 
What the importance of relationships and trust reminds us of is the particularity of 
educational realties. Policies encouraging collaboration and the extensive local and 
national arrangements that invite us to learn with and from others are necessarily 
couched in terms that potentially apply to any teacher anywhere in England. Once we 
start to make those aspirations real we move from the abstract and the general to the 
felt realities of particular people relating to each other in particular situations. The 
development of certain kinds of relationships and the centrality of trust in the 
furtherance of professional learning thus has a pre-eminent place in our research 
findings and in the policy recommendations we offer at the end of this report. 
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2.2 Teacher and institutional identity in practice transfer 
 
 
The question of teacher identity, of how teachers see themselves and others in the 
practice transfer process and the narratives they construct about themselves, turns out 
to be hugely influential in their approach to collaborative professional learning.    
 
In this section we use the terms ‘originator’ and ‘partner’ to refer to those who share 
their practice and those who ‘receive’ it, respectively. We would not wish to suggest 
that this process is always linear or unidirectional. Whilst, despite the intentions of the 
individuals most concerned, some current processes and structures for developing 
practice transfer position teachers and schools as originators or receivers of good 
practice we also came across examples where groups were working to construct more 
mutual forms of collaboration. Nonetheless, we use the terms ‘originator’ and 
‘partner’ here to discuss the identity factors that seem to affect individuals’ 
willingness to get involved in sharing their practice, or their reluctance to do so. As 
will be seen, individuals’ accounts of their work are often contradictory to the point of 
being mutually exclusive, and also often reveal a rather different sense of teacher 
identity than that which is the ‘ideal subject’ of policy. 
 
 
 2.21 Originators’ sense of self 
 
Schools that felt confident to share their practice in many cases explained this with 
reference to the ‘hard facts’ of performance table success, positive OfSTED reports and 
badging in the form of Beacon status. Similarly ASTs often referred to comments made 
about their work in OfSTED reports and to pupils’ achievements in external exams 
such as key stage tests and GCSEs, to validate their expertise. This may have been a 
consequence of the requirement to reify their practice in order to ‘transfer’ it. Many 
times, interviewees recounted their attainment data in some detail, as if A*-C pass rates 
in different years were inscribed in their institutional and individual memory:  

It is an ‘improving’ school going from 70% to 85% in its SATS scores. (BPRS 
asked to describe her school) 
 
The first year I came here, the school was in special measures, then we had an 
OfSTED and we did very well in the department...then in our next OfSTED, we 
did even better. (AST)  
 
Now that we have over 80% A to Cs we’re thinking more about the other 20%… 
(Deputy Head of a Leading Edge Partnership School) 

 
Relatively ‘raw’ data legitimated an institutional or individual sense of entitlement to 
‘transfer’ good practice. In at least one case, a school that had achieved Beacon status 
then offered itself as an all-purpose adviser who could respond to any aspects of other 
school’s concerns, implying its expertise was total. 
 
Such data also seemed to authorise a causal narrative, in which it was assumed that it 
was good practices that had led to the good results. This was the case even though 
respondents often simultaneously acknowledged that OfSTED requires them to play a 
game, in terms of self-presentation and, as one respondent put it, ‘preparing very 
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thoroughly for SATs’, and that a good OfSTED report was not synonymous with good 
education. They also recognised that other factors than ‘good practice’ in teaching 
could be at play in helping schools to achieve high measurable attainment results. 
These might include the socio-economic profile of student intake, or being a selective 
school, but might also have been the achievement of a general ‘ethos’ in the school that 
helped individual practices to take hold and flourish successfully. Nonetheless, the 
dominant account from originator schools sat very comfortably with the causal 
narrative and seemed to give a secure and confident identity to the individual staff 
within them. 
 
Some respondents expressed considerable frustration with this mode of identifying 
good practice. In the words of one LEA broker:  

‘We got fed up with the export of crap from Beacon schools …  Because an 
English Department gets 75% A* - Cs that doesn’t mean to say that what 
they’re doing is particularly interesting or it’s transferable. Indeed, it could 
actually be rather boring’.   

 
Some government initiatives such as the Leading Edge Partnership Programme have 
recently tried to move away from this model, for instance by drawing more on ‘value-
added’ data in identifying schools with something to offer and by emphasising the 
overarching importance of the moral imperative of doing the best we can for all young 
people. We would expect this to reduce some of the scepticism, but it came too late for 
our research programme to assess its effect on the identity of teachers within those 
schools.   
 
Many originating practitioners depicted themselves as being motivated by a desire to go 
beyond what they saw as the narrowness of the National Curriculum, particularly to 
inject more creative, child-centred elements into it.  Thus, despite what seemed to be a 
felt need to justify their involvement in practice transfer with reference to results, their 
identities were not wholly bound up in such discourses.  Similarly, some teachers 
represented themselves as involved in practice transfer from a deep commitment to 
particular principles, an ethical motivation which went beyond narrowly defined 
‘results’.  This was marked in relation to those involved in Special Schools or SEN 
generally, where practitioners often expressed a version the view that ‘improving 
schools for kids with special needs will improve them for everyone’.  
 
Some teachers’ impetus to share practice came from being identified with particular 
educational ‘movements’, such as Thinking Skills, Learning Styles, ALPS, Brain Gym, 
Emotional Intelligence and so on. Here, confidence was sometimes created by an 
association with what were perceived to be already established sets of practices, often 
endorsed by LEAs through their investment in training packages, and by a wider public. 
 
BPRS teachers were slightly less likely to refer to external judgements; the research 
process required them to explore an area in some depth rather than to prove their 
credentials and expertise to others. It seemed that the BPRS work contained within it 
the potential for provoking a reflective, sometimes highly self-critical, mode of 
professionalism.  Again, this was bolstered by being part of an academic ‘community’ 
that allowed them to think in particular ways.   
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Some practitioners were deeply uncomfortable about being placed in the position of 
being seen as a ‘better’ teacher than their colleagues. Several stated explicitly that they 
would not claim that their practice could be ‘transferred’ at all, simply that they made it 
available for others to find out about. In other cases they tended to refer closely to the 
area in which they specialised, rather than to compare themselves to other teachers.  

Prior to being asked to be an AST I would probably have said that I was 
ethically opposed to the idea of saying somebody’s an advanced skills teacher, 
it’s a pejorative term, a ‘super-teacher’. I don’t like that label. I think that there 
are lots of teachers doing a very good job and recognising a small minority 
within that is a little bit elitist and I’m not very keen on that… I decided in the 
end it was just like applying for a deputy headship or something like that. (AST) 

 
Some managers speaking for their school similarly emphasised how keen they were to 
learn from other schools, or focused on the specific expertise held by some teachers at 
the school, rather than making overall comparisons between schools. In many cases 
they argued that their achievement was to do better than other schools that had a student 
intake of the same socio-economic profile. (Interestingly, their partners rarely agreed 
with this diagnosis, frequently remarking that the originator school’s students were 
much ‘easier’ or ‘nicer’ than theirs). As we note below in relation to partners, speaking 
from a position of strength often allowed these originators to be particularly modest and 
to identify areas of weakness: they did not need to be defensive. 
 
Both partner schools and originator schools experienced continuous processes of 
change (through changes in personnel and leadership, external evaluation of the school, 
or strategies for school improvement). However, it seemed that the most confident 
originating schools often had significant continuities of staff, especially those senior 
ones who could ‘hold’ in place the narrative of the school’s history and values. 
 
 
2.22 Partners’ sense of self 

 
In the case of partners, certain identities seemed to enable a willingness to learn. One 
was where they were acting from a similar position of strength and confidence as were 
the originators: they were clear that while they were involved in partnership to allow 
professional development, they did not consider themselves deficient in relation to 
originator schools. For instance, a Head of Department was able to emphasise the 
strengths of his school: 

People always say, ‘oh we’re trying to build a positive ethos in the school’, but I 
genuinely think we’ve got it here. The students want to be here, they want to do 
well, and they do do well, on the whole.  I’ve been into schools, especially 
locally, where there’s this negativity, not just from the students, but from the 
staff actually, it’s just not here. (HoD, partner school) 

 
It was undoubtedly significant that this school was badged (as a Specialist School) 
and also newly-built: the teacher had ample support in developing a positive self-
identity.  In this instance the partnership work was an equal exchange, perhaps 
fostered by a strong informal relationship between the two individuals involved, and 
the shifting power relations between them that undermined a sense of fixed hierarchy 
(the Beacon HoD who worked with the partner HoD had originally done his ITT in 
the partner school department). The partner teacher involved here described himself 
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as something of a ‘tetchy consumer’ when it came to professional development, and 
spoke warmly of the advantages of Beacon partnership work in these terms: 

The one to one basis that I get is fantastic – every need that I have is met 
personally on a one to one… it is tailored to what I need to know. In efficiency 
of time it’s fantastic … and I am in control of the process, I tell him before what 
I need to have covered and he will prepare it in advance. 

 
The version of teacher identity constructed here might be termed ‘entrepreneurial’, in 
its confidence, assertiveness, stress on autonomy and control. It also seems to be the 
‘ideal subject’ of much current CPD policy, which is based on this figure of the self-
directed professional who both knows what they want and is prepared actively to seek it 
out. 
 
However, the extent to which this figure actually exists is open to question.  Whilst 
many teachers we spoke to did welcome collaboration and learning from peers, their 
identities have been constructed very differently, in ways that have implications for the 
ease with which they might access such sources of support.  For instance, during a visit 
to a rather downbeat primary school to talk to an AST partner in the staff room, other 
teachers, overhearing the discussion, began to comment informally on how much they 
loved seeing what other schools were doing. One described how she would visit other 
schools in the holidays and ‘peer through their windows’ to try to glean ideas, joking 
about how this might seem an illicit and suspect activity. This evocative scenario 
speaks volumes, not only about teachers’ lack of a sense of entitlement to peer support, 
their isolation from other schools, and the absence of formal channels to facilitate better 
communication, but also about a teacher identity that has been constructed to be 
diffident and unassuming (both history and gender ideologies playing a role in this).  
Another BPRS described work in which she had supported some extremely anxious and 
unconfident teachers, one of whom had contacted her every other day to seek advice 
and reassurance. Such identities must be reckoned with if new policies are to take hold 
successfully. 
 
Teachers and senior staff in partner schools were often excessively self-deprecating 
about their achievements. For instance, one originator school introduced a partner 
school HoD by emphasising that they hoped to learn from him about how he had 
achieved his relatively high results. The HoD concerned, however, brushed aside this 
suggestion and talked only in terms of wanting to learn from the originator school, as if 
he assumed that they must know better. A further irony was that his school in fact had 
higher value-added scores than the originator. 
 
Similarly, in cases where ASTs in secondary schools worked with primary schools to 
develop particular areas such as Key Stage 2 MFL or sports provision, the primary 
partner teachers communicated that they saw the secondary ASTs as 'experts' in the 
subject, whilst they were 'beginners' who knew very little and were very grateful for 
help. In some cases there may have been a gendered dimension to these perceptions, 
specific to primary-secondary identities, although in another instance, where an AST 
worked in a primary school and his partners in a secondary, the partners’ perception of 
themselves as ‘beginners’ and ASTs as ‘experts’ remained.  However, it appeared that 
admitting ‘deficiencies’ in the case of primary partners of secondary originators was 
less painful, because it did not imply inadequacy on the part of the partner, simply that 
they lacked particular resources and specific expertise.  
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Interviewees from partner schools often gave rather different accounts of their identities 
and experiences. Whilst external judgements such as results played a part, they also 
referred to a much greater extent to the type of students within their catchments. Here, 
for example, a head teacher associates herself with students from deprived 
backgrounds, and students with special educational needs.  

‘Our A-C grades have not always been stunning, far from it. And three years 
ago we were identified as a school in challenging circumstances. We had a head 
who ultimately resigned on ill health. I had been deputy in the school for ten 
years and had been supporting the school through a very difficult time. Not only 
do we have children who were fairly challenging, from deprived homes, and it is 
a deprived area, we had low morale amongst the school. We had a very poor 
perception of the school in the locality, a high proportion of free school meals, a 
high proportion of students with special needs. Because we’re a small school 
and a very caring school we became the school of choice for parents of children 
with special needs… So really that’s the scenario we came from.’ (Head teacher, 
partner school) 

 
Whether these statements are seen as a case of special pleading or as an account of the 
genuine difficulties facing particular schools depends partly on the perception and 
affiliations of the reader. Those who rest more securely on socially accepted forms of 
evidence do not have to justify themselves in quite the same way.  One should ask what 
sources of a positive self-identity are available to staff within schools in more difficult 
circumstances. 
 
 
2.23  Hierarchies and resentments   

The competition era did a lot to stultify opportunity for collaborative 
approaches. It polarised the staff through polarising schools.  (Deputy Head, 
Beacon school) 

 
The identities and narratives of the self that we describe above are not specific to 
practice transfer activities; they have a wider application and a longer history. How 
institutional identities rub off on and shape the identities of individuals within them 
has to do partly with the legacy of the English class system – the notion that those 
who teach ‘better’ students are therefore ‘better’ teachers and indeed people. But it is 
also possible to argue that the consequence of ‘badging’ schools (e.g. as Beacon, 
successful, failing, and so on) and articulating a particular perspective in ways that 
present starkly contrasting notions of public worth (e.g. ‘The best leading the rest’) 
within the wider framework of a competitive education market place is highly 
significant.   
 
That such hierarchies are real and persistent was evident from a number of examples, of 
which we give a few here. A teacher in a partner school reflected that 

‘Right from the start it was discussed in terms of the Beacon thing being a two-
way programme. It wasn’t we go there and worship the Beacon…. (But) one of 
the things I wished might have been different, is, it was one way. I don’t think 
anybody ever came here, so there is a certain sense of poor relations there, and 
yet I think if they had the same mix of kids  that we’ve got,  they probably 
wouldn’t do a hugely different job of it.’ 
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Unsurprisingly, there was evidence of resentment from partner schools about being 
instrumental in getting the money involved in Beacon or special status of some sort in 
quite cynical ways. Thus, one partner head of a Special School observed that an 
originator school needed him on board, but was  

‘not interested in what we want, just in what they can give us. … It’s the father 
and son attitude of “We know what we’re doing. We’re a good school. Here, 
you have this.”’ 

 
Some current policy contexts still seem to construct inequalities and ‘recipient’ 
identities for partner schools, making mutuality an aspiration that is less often realised 
than might have been intended. The head of a school in challenging circumstances, who 
participated in the London Challenge Family of Schools event, reported that schools 
were grouped according to similarity, based on a range of data.  Not only did she 
disagree with the analysis that led to the grouping, but she also observed that schools 
were ranked in number, so that those in the most challenging circumstances came at the 
bottom – ‘so straight away there’s that feeling, oh yeah, it’s graded from top to bottom, 
straightaway there’s labels on you… a bit like, you’re the dunce of the schools, so go 
and sit over there’.  This remarkable choice of ordering did indeed suggest an 
unconscious hierarchy at work.  In another case, it transpired that a ‘successful’ school, 
when invited to work with a failing school, had demanded a considerable sum of money 
to do so, as if its own reputation would be tainted by their association.  
 
Such divisions and hierarchies between schools cannot be wished away: an LEA broker 
remarked that getting teachers to work together encountered the same problems as ‘kids 
from different schools getting on the same school bus’. Distinctions between the status 
of institutions and the status of individuals are often blurred. The prevalent ‘badging’ of 
institutions and individuals often turns out to get in the way of the kinds of learning that 
collaboration policies advocate and many teachers desire. 
 
 
2.24 Why inequalities matter 
 
One consequence of the inclination to badge people and institutions in rather stark ways 
is that, on occasion, partnership work is initiated in response to ‘problems’ in partner 
practices, identified often on the basis of poor test results. Yet if a teacher feels that 
their version of events has not been heard, or their specific context not appreciated, they 
are less likely to accept the ‘solution’, which is offered to them in the form of new 
practices. 
 
Secondly, allocating significant extra funding to originator schools to develop 
partnerships not only reinforces their positive sense of identity, it also sometimes 
contributes to an arrogance and dismissiveness that betrays the intentions behind the 
scheme. Many staff involved in partnership work were frank about the incentive 
provided by resources. One head described schools as like ‘addicts’ crawling from 
one pot of money to the next, in many cases being more interested in the money than 
in the ideas behind it, and shifting their focus according to those required by each 
particular policy idea.  
 
Most significantly for the purposes of this research, any policy initiatives that construct 
‘originator’ and ‘partner’ identities may actively inhibit development within partner 
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institutions. As we suggested above, in some cases it seemed that involvement in 
transfer work may have prevented the partner schools and teachers from articulating 
their own areas of strength, reinforcing passivity and dependency rather than fostering a 
positive self-image.  Whilst not belittling the help that those who share their practice 
have given to others, originating schools and individual practitioners within them often 
admitted that they gained as much or more than those who were the targets of their 
assistance: the strong were made stronger. The benefits gained were in some cases 
material, such as (under the Beacon scheme) extra resources, hence greater flexibility, 
further public recognition, increased capacity to attract and retain good staff, and so on.  
But even without this, sharing practice is hugely advantageous for the originator. 
Successful schools do not always know what they are doing right: partner schools, by 
providing a sounding board against which they test their ideas, help them to diagnose 
what is working and what is not. Outcomes may include increased self-esteem, 
commitment to the development of the school as a learning community, enhanced 
attentiveness to what counts as good practice, and heightened understanding of how 
good practice transfers internally, not just externally. Whilst partners may benefit from 
improved practices, if they do not get the chance to become ‘originators’ in their turn 
they may miss out on these additional benefits. 
 
 
2.25  Positive directions 
 
Nonetheless, there are signs that recent policy directions, shifts in educational thinking, 
and indeed the intentions of practitioners, may be addressing the problems that we have 
identified and working towards models of mutuality and joint problem-solving. 
 
For instance, the Leading Edge Partnership Programme, even within the short span of 
its emergence, has made very deliberate strides to address these matters. It has 
developed very different ways of working to its Beacon ancestor, by having no logo or 
badge, attempting to use more inclusive language and to rethink the basis on which 
schools became involved by referring to value-added data. The National College for 
School Leadership Networked Learning Communities initiative operates on the basis of 
a learner-led, collegial model that is less atomistic and more communal in its intentions 
and dispositions.  Excellence in Cities provided some instances of schools forming 
partnerships, and some reports from schemes organised under the Leadership Incentive 
Grant were also promising. The Leading Aspect scheme (discussed in more detail in 
Section 4.3 below) offered all schools in the areas where it operated an opportunity to 
identify practices they did well: it was thus a ‘level entry’ initiative.   
 
To create openness and willingness to learn from each other, it helps that schools 
engage each other sensitively in conversational mode, rather than being labelled in one 
way or another.  Many practitioners are genuinely committed to mutuality, at least 
verbally. The insistence of a deputy head in a very successful originator school that  
‘we consciously went out of our way to talk about partnerships, to talk about sharing, 
to talk about working together, learning from each other’ was echoed, though perhaps 
to a lesser degree,  by originators in other instances.  Practical experiences can help 
here. According to one LEA broker, a borough-wide INSET where all schools had to 
offer some aspects of their practice to others quickly made those involved realise that 
doing so was not as straightforward as they might initially have assumed. 
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Shifts in educational thinking may also allow teachers to re-assess their achievements. 
For instance, one strand of thought argues that refocusing school development priorities 
to focus on how far schools are meeting the needs of all their students may serve as a 
‘moral driver’ that reminds all schools how much they have to learn. In these 
circumstances, schools with a more challenging student body may have much to teach 
more ‘successful’ schools about dealing with behavioural issues. (Nonetheless, this 
may still result in a division of labour within collaboration that repeats familiar 
hierarchies).   
 
Above, we noted that some teachers’ lack of confidence about their practice may stem 
from the fact that their self-image relates primarily to their caring or pastoral role rather 
than that of a thrusting, power-dressed careerist.  Several primary teachers argued that 
they and their colleagues felt that recent interest in the affective dimensions of 
schooling, such as Emotional Intelligence, recognised work they had already been 
doing for years and provided a positive source of new confidence in their practice. It 
also helped challenge educational hierarchies because secondary schools were 
acknowledging that they had something to learn from primary colleagues.  
 
 
2.26 Contested issues 
 
Some aspects of these findings are more secure than others. Within the data the main 
areas of disagreement or contestation cluster round the related notions of inequitable 
status, sense of deficiency, and whether or not learning is best undertaken with those 
with whom one feels a sense of cultural kinship. 
 
Many informants favoured the view that schools that are far apart in terms of culture, 
achievement and so on should not work together, that the ‘leap’ is too great, 
especially for the ‘low achieving’ schools.  However, some headteachers felt that their 
schools could and should learn from those whose status was different or even superior 
to theirs. Judgements about zones of proximal development (i.e. conditions that 
stretched, but did not exceed, their capacity to learn from others who were more 
advanced in some way) should over-ride concerns about cultural similarity. One head 
of a school in challenging circumstances argued that she found it harder to learn from 
similar schools, since they were all familiar with or trying the same strategies. She felt 
a need for fresh input and preferred to work with a mix of schools. She saw this as a 
‘healthier combination’ for herself and her staff, and was also keen to ‘raise the 
sights’ and expectations of her students, which she felt was happening through 
exchanges and visits to a Beacon school in another borough:  

To me the idea of working with similar schools isn’t where the progress can 
happen. I want to be allied with schools doing better than me, I want to know 
why is it that that department in that school is getting such high results, what 
are they doing that is motivating the children. And those ideas I want to bring 
back to this school. If you are putting challenge in people’s sights, you’ve got to 
actually give them examples, here is a school that regardless of the context is 
doing really well and these are the strategies that they use. They won’t all work 
in my school, but I’d rather have an opportunity to make the judgement. (Head) 

 
Nonetheless we might observe that this view comes from a highly professional and 
confident head, of a school that is successful within very difficult circumstances, 
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whose meetings with other heads can indeed be on a ground of equality. There is 
some evidence that ‘on the ground’ classroom teachers might find it harder to meet 
others in an atmosphere of mutual respect.  Certainly, classroom teachers frequently 
expressed a preference for working with schools in similar circumstances and with 
similar student bodies. The theory of similar schools working together assumes a 
homology between schools and individual teachers. For the latter it may indeed be 
important to work with someone closer. 

Practice needs to be shared at an incremental level. It’s no good showing 
somebody who is struggling the best practice; that is a demotivator. It is too far 
away. (Assistant Head) 

As an AST partner said 
‘For practice transfer to work you need contact with other schools which have 
similar problems (in terms of pupils’ behaviour and their lack of commitment to 
work) with their students. We’ve got similar kids to [the AST] so he understands 
the lack of motivation they have and the behaviour problems we have to deal 
with.’ (AST partner and head of Art) 

Nonetheless, some who had experience of working with a range of schools expressed 
pleasure in finding that ‘we have the same highs and lows!’ 
 
Another instance suggested the problems of similarly strong and successful schools 
learning from each other. Two schools attempted to collaborate on a joint cross-
curricular initiative, which despite a positive beginning and enthusiasm on both sides, 
eventually foundered. In this case, the dilemma appeared to be that both had strongly 
developed but very different ‘cultures’. The originating school was familiar with 
thematic, cross-curricular approaches focused on learning rather than subject content; 
encouraged younger or less experienced staff to come forward with new ideas (what 
they called ‘an “I can” ethos’); and had a flexible timetable that allowed for teacher 
release. The partner school took a more traditional linear curricular approach and had 
a less flexible, more hierarchical organisational structure than the originating school. 
As a consequence, it had to rely on Heads of Department to lead the initiative from 
the front, many of whom were longstanding members of the staff with established 
approaches. Moreover, it was selective where the originating school was not, and 
middle managers seemed to feel that their success would be judged by test scores. 
They therefore ‘played safe’ and were reluctant to ‘step out of their boxes’ (in the 
words of the originator) to engage with work that would require considerable changes 
to their curriculum planning and wrestling with timetable logistics ‘where there was 
no hard evidence it would improve results’.   Ultimately the deputy head suggested 
that partnership work had been more successful ‘where there was not an equity of 
entry’, (that is, when her school was clearly in the position of ‘leading’ schools whose 
approaches were not so firmly developed) than where there were two ‘strong 
practitioners’ both bringing a lot to the process.  
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2.3 Learner engagement  
 
 
A third overarching factor which informs almost every aspect of practice transfer and, 
like the other two, opens up or closes down the possibility of teachers’ professional 
learning, concerns the learner’s active role in the process of joint work. Our shorthand 
for this is ‘learner engagement’.   
 
 
2.31 ‘Learner-engaged’ practice transfer and control of the process 
 
Perhaps the most important single aspect of the transfer process from the partner 
standpoint is that it should be, if not learner-led, then certainly learner-engaged. 
Practice transfer is more likely when the recipient of the practice has been involved in 
the process of agreeing and planning the transfer activity.  Parties need a shared 
purpose and (in the words of many interviewees) to ‘own’ the activity.  This is 
important for not only initiating, but also sustaining the process, getting the roles right 
and ensuring there is an effective use of time. It entails a preparedness to learn in 
order to properly understand the new practice, possibly observing it first in order to 
get a better idea of its potential, reflecting at appropriate points in order to be able to 
be proactive in the learning process, and having some awareness of the challenges of 
the road ahead. 
 
Where teachers have themselves identified gaps in their practice, and actively want to 
make changes, they often really welcome input from teachers from other schools, 
especially when their assistance is personalised and customised.   
 
One EAZ supported teacher-led enquiry where teachers were encouraged to develop 
and share good practice through enquiry groups in which they chose their own areas 
of interest and the EAZ provided them with the time and resources to develop their 
work. This deliberately open-ended brief was seen as a strength of this way of 
working and had led to some imaginative and successful work, for example, looking 
at the use of sketch books in developing literacy and numeracy skills, zoning the 
classroom environment to cater for a range of learning styles or developing keyboard 
skills. The teachers who were involved in this work formed a network group in their 
own right. 
 
In many cases this raised questions about the stakes involved in learning from others: 
that is, about the kinds of pressures teachers were under and their role in identifying 
their learning needs. Where individual teachers were under pressure within the school 
to improve their performance, on the basis of alleged ‘failings’ identified by others, 
the benefits of practice transfer activities were often, unsurprisingly, limited. One 
AST described a case where she had been ‘imposed’ by a head on a teacher who had 
been identified by OfSTED as poor; unsurprisingly the AST found it particularly 
difficult to transfer any practice effectively with this teacher. Should teachers feel 
deficient or lacking in any way, they may develop subtle forms of resistance.   
 
In other cases, however, departments or schools could ascertain areas for 
improvement and share responsibility for new practices without attributing blame to 
individuals. A common example is where middle managers initially identify their 
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colleague’s development needs. Their success depends how far they are able to bring 
their colleagues with them. In one school, a new head of faculty in a partner school 
judged that Year 9 boys were not motivated or achieving. She identified problems 
with how her colleagues were teaching. Other teachers in the department agreed with 
her diagnosis and were keen to work with ASTs from other schools to improve. The 
head of department had successfully brokered transfer of practice activities. 

‘I think there were several factors [in success]: there was a lot of consultation 
with the head of department prior to us working with the other teachers and she 
had a clear idea of what changes she wanted to make. So the ASTs had clear 
aims and a clear framework of the changes to be made with each of the 
members of staff they were working with’. (AST) 

 
Sometimes, a third party (LEA, OfSTED or DfES) identifies ‘problems’ relating to 
poor practice on the basis of poor test results, low value-added or poor inspection 
reports. However, for the transfer of good practice to work as a solution to these 
problems, the teachers in the partner school need to recognise for themselves the 
‘problems’ with their own practice, identify their own learning needs and identify a 
partner from whom they can learn. In some of the cases we studied, both originator 
and partner schools paid insufficient attention to helping teachers recognise their own 
personal development needs.  It is also important to ensure the way of working was 
non-threatening and that it was ‘OK to fail’. This is clearly more difficult in contexts 
of failing schools or ‘weak’ departments. Here, much depends on the overall school 
context in which individuals are working, as one head argued:  

‘You should look at teachers as individuals and see that most teachers WANT to 
improve, to do better, not to beat their head against a wall. I have seen teachers 
being able never to have their weaknesses exposed, because they were in 
departments that were supportive and non-accusatory, because good practice 
rubbed off on them, and because of the expectations we have of all pupils that 
they would get on with their work whoever was teaching them. It depends on 
having the proper support systems in place.’ 

 
 
2.32 Promoting positive experience of ‘being a partner’ 
 
Learner engagement could also be promoted through a positive experience with 
originators. For instance, ASTs were generally seen as the friendly professional in the 
classroom with current knowledge and teaching experience made accessible in an 
essentially non-threatening way. Also important was a sense of mutuality and trust; 
mutuality in the sense of a shared grass roots perspective of another practising teacher 
whom the partner actually sees working in her classroom with her students and, in 
some instances, sees working in the AST’s own school; trust in the sense that, either, 
colleagues knew of her by reputation or experience or because the sensitivity and 
collegial respect show by the AST laid foundations for the exercise of trust in the 
process of professional learning. 
 
Trust also has to do with trust in the expertise of the originator, with the maturity and 
quality of their work as a classroom practitioner. Whilst this kind of pedagogic 
expertise is a crucial element in the success of e.g.  AST work, expertise as a 
consultant, as someone who is skilled at working with other teachers, is equally 
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important. Their capacity to communicate effectively with those with whom they are 
working must be based on a professional repertoire that enables them to demonstrate 
and coach in ways which are attuned to the specific needs of those involved. 
Negotiation is key here and the capacity to differentiate the manner and extent of 
involvement in accordance with what is felt to be needed by the practitioner and, often 
her colleagues too. Thus, in one example we encountered, the AST’s partner 
confirmed that 

‘Of the four ASTs who visited the school, each specialised in different areas. 
They met with the head of department to discuss how they could work to benefit 
the department, after this initial meeting each of the ASTs worked with a 
different member of staff within the department depending on their needs.’ 

The reference to ‘four ASTs’ is worth remarking on here. Their joint capacity to 
respond in a differentiated way to learner need was enhanced in some LEAs (as here) 
by a deliberate policy of managing ASTs in groups so that the range of skills they 
possessed could be deployed more effectively. 
 
Skills of transfer most valued by partners included: 

� Clear aims and realism about what could be achieved 
� Being able to demonstrate the practice being advocated. 
� Responsiveness to the requests of partners. 
� Empathy with individual partner’s circumstances. 
� Willingness to engage with partners on a mutual basis. 
� Being realistic about what it is possible to achieve in the given time.  
� Availability for ongoing contact from partners. 
� Being able to provide ‘how to’ advice at the same time as a broad theoretical 

or contextual picture of practice they advocate. 
� Hands on understanding of being a teacher. 

 
Originators often emphasised the importance of their current experience of the 
classroom. However, partners tended to take this for granted and focussed more on 
qualities such as openness and empathy.  
 
It is worth mentioning that, in some cases, there was a lack of clarity about how to 
create transfer practices that enabled partner teachers to develop their own capacity to 
extend and enrich their own ways of working and learning, particularly where 
teachers work together over a period of time. Some transfer practices could even lead 
to increased dependency. In one case a teacher in a primary school was observing a 
PE lesson. Throughout the lesson she remained literally ‘on the sidelines’, neither 
supporting nor leading in any section of the lesson. Our theoretical framework for 
understanding practice transfer suggests that this may be a useful activity when it 
marks the early stages of a process by the originator. However, this was the final 
lesson in a sequence of ten, and there was no opportunity for the two teachers even to 
discuss the lesson. At certain point originators should stage a withdrawal, handing 
responsibility back to the teacher and supporting them as they take on new work, or in 
a more mutual model developing modes of work in which practices are shared more 
equally.   
 
Also key was the evident benefit of the partnership, whether in terms of resources or 
tangible outcomes. Part of this usually arose by the originator’s involvement in 
planning and teaching within the partner school and particularly the involvement of the 
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partners in deciding the focus of the work and the kinds of development they felt were 
important, interesting and achievable. It also appeared important that there was follow 
up to collaborative work – for instance, ASTs and partners continuing to be in contact 
with each other after the initial work had been completed, in order that new problems 
could be discussed as they arose. We repeatedly encountered instances where there was 
lack of clarity over areas of responsibility – for instance, over who was to follow up a 
visit. Whilst some kind of formal agreement might be helpful in enabling partner 
teachers to understand their rights and entitlements, these arrangements are best 
negotiated between the staff actually involved in the transfer practices.  
 
 
 
2.4 Understanding time   
 
 
The most common response to our questions about obstacles to practice transfer 
referred to lack of time.  Even though most of the teachers we spoke to were generally 
keen to get involved in the kind of transfer work that runs through this report, they 
insisted that those advocating practice transfer deal realistically and responsibly with 
the need to provide time to support it. Learning that is both productive and significant 
is not a one-off event or something that can be commanded or demanded with a snap 
of the fingers. Just as it is increasingly common place to create ‘wait time’ for young 
people to think and reflect and make meaning out of a teacher’s question, so it is 
equally important that ‘understanding time’ be seen as an indispensable component of 
good professional learning.  
 
Time here has a number of dimensions: 
 
� The time to create what a practitioner sees as ‘good practice’ 
� The time to learn to transfer these practices 
� The time it takes to learn and adapt a new practice, including building trust and 

relationships that are conducive to learning from others.  
 

 
2.41 Creating a ‘good practice’ 
 
In the kinds of practice transfer imagined by policymakers, classroom practitioners 
share their practice with others. However, perhaps precisely because of the semi-
voluntaristic way in which teachers come forward to share their work, teachers to 
whom we spoke frequently identified a very long time scale for doing so. One BPRS 
described a situation where transfer activities grew from an action research project 
involving of seven schools linked to the local university. Two teachers in the same 
school worked together in their own classrooms for three years, until they felt 
confident enough to recommend the approach to others in their own school. In order 
to do so, one teacher from another school in the project would then visit a partner to 
support them in introducing the initiative to the whole school, via INSET. The length 
of time (and resources) this took may have been part of developing what one teacher 
had described as its ‘landing gear’, or usability, in the classroom.  In another case a 
teacher had been working on an aspect of her practice for three or four years, yet still 
responded modestly to the notion of transfer:  
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‘I am reasonably convinced of the value of what I am doing, because I’ve had 
enough positive feedback from people I think are thoughtful teachers…(But)  I am 
not in a hurry to spread the word… To make it more accessible to people it needs 
to be more thought through.’ (BPRS teacher) 

 
 
2.42 Learning to transfer practices 
 
If it took time to develop practices that teachers were confident with, it also took them 
time to learn how to work with others. One experienced EAZ broker argued that the 
qualities and capacities of being a good classroom teacher were in some important 
respects different from the qualities and capacities needed to influence the 
professional practice of one’s peers. Teachers were, in his view, often inarticulate 
about their own good practice, both in terms of their collegial unwillingness to put 
themselves forward and being unable to articulate what it is they are good at in ways 
that enable others to learn from them. He thus provided appropriate support and 
training, often in coaching and allied forms of professional engagement. 
 
Furthermore, as our example from Section 2.13 illustrates, learning to transfer 
practices is not just a one-sided thing that the originator does more or less effectively. 
It is also a reciprocal process that not only requires negotiation between those 
involved, but also significant engagement with the professional and student cultures 
of the participating institutions. 
 
 
2.43 Learning and adapting a new practice 

Time, that's the biggest barrier, staff not having time to meet or to spend time 
developing what the ASTs have suggested.  Some teachers just have no capacity 
to take anything else on board. They need to be given time to allow them to do 
this.’ (EiC Broker) 

 
There needs to be a realism about how much time effective practice transfer takes, and 
this will vary with the complexity of what is transferred.  First it needs to be properly 
prepared for by the partner schools as well as the originating school or person and, of 
course, much of that preparation is best done jointly.  Secondly, it takes time e.g. for 
observation and other forms of joint work which need to be sustained over time, both in 
the sense that time needs to be allocated to the processes, not just of working together 
and being in each others classrooms, but also through the process of making sense of 
their own learning. Thus, an appreciative AST partner and head of faculty, describing 
what she felt were effective arrangements for practice transfer remarked 

‘We were allowed developmental time off teaching so we were given time 
with the ASTs to talk through what we hoped to gain from the. ... After the 
ASTs left us we were given time to develop what we'd learnt as a faculty, 
this time was invaluable.’ 

 
Thirdly, time needs to be allocated to teachers adapting their subsequent practice and 
engaging in its more advanced stages of development, ideally with the intermittent on-
going support of the originator. 
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Time also involves securing the institutional and collegial arrangements, including 
funding, that accompanies a teacher’s decision to try something out. We deal with 
these in Section 3.21 following section. (3) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(3) Many of the findings emerging from this Section 2 are highly consonant with the EPPI systematic 
review The Impact of collaborative CPD on classroom teaching and learning. See Cordingley, P. Bell, 
M., Rundell, B., Evans, D. & Curtis, A. (2003) The Impact of Collaborative CPD on Classroom 
Teaching and Learning: Available on www.eppi.ioe.ac.uk 
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3.1 The work of transfer 
 
 
3.11 Characterising approaches to transfer 
 
The processes of practice transfer are processes of teacher learning. This is true of 
both those said to be sharing good practice, and those taking on new ways of learning. 
To encourage practice transfer schools have engaged in a range of activities with 
teachers from their own and other schools. In this section we aim to explore how these 
different approaches to practice transfer may support teacher learning.  
 
To analyse how different kinds of activities support teachers’ learning the following 
example may be helpful. An AST specialising in music teaching was working with 
colleagues in a secondary school, following the suggestion of joint work to the partner 
school from an LEA advisor. The process of the teachers working together was 
initiated through a meeting to discuss ways forward, in terms of process and content. 
The teachers in the partner department visited the AST at his school, both to observe 
his teaching and to gather resources they felt would be helpful. The AST then made 
several visits to the partner department, to observe the practice of the teachers, to talk 
with them about how work was progressing, and to support the partner HoD in 
developing resources for practical work with students and ICT work in music.  

From this example we may draw out aspects of the activities framing the learning of 
the teachers in the partner department. What were they doing that helped in the 
process of professional development? Firstly, there were opportunities for the AST 
and the teachers from the partner department to observe and discuss one another’s 
teaching. Their classrooms were opened up in order that they could develop a better 
feel for the others’ practice, and so that the teachers from the partner department could 
gain an understanding of specific strategies used by the AST to teach lessons in which 
students are quickly able to experience success in performing music (experiential 
learning). Secondly teachers could reflect on their own and one another’s practice; 
discuss what they were doing well and where improvements could be made; consider 
what aspects of the AST’s practice might be helpful in the context of the partner’s 
classroom; discuss ideas that the teachers in the partner school were most motivated to 
adopt; and to reflect on strategies that had been tried out, and the differences they 
were making in the classroom (reflective learning). The AST took on the double role 
of both supporting the music teachers in developing their practice and communicating 
to the partner department’s senior management team the barriers to the development 
of music teaching, resulting from inappropriate resources. While this work did not 
directly affect the practice of the teachers it was important in framing the possibilities 
of their practice (contextual support for learning).  
 
 
3.12 The three approaches in action 
 
The activities through which teachers are learning in this example may be categorised 
into three themes: experiential learning, reflective learning, and contextual support for 
learning.  With experiential learning the partner is directly involved with the practice 
being transferred from a more experienced person. With reflective learning, the 
practice is addressed, but the partner does not directly experience the practice. 
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Contextual support for learning, however, refers to the activities which play a key role 
in allowing teachers to work and learn with one another, and facilitates the conditions 
in which transfer may take place.   Drawing on our fieldwork we expand on these 
themes by giving further examples in the tables below.  
 

Experiential Learning 

           Co-teaching 
• Teachers work alongside one another in the classroom context. 
 
      Lesson observations 
• These could be observations of modelled lessons for partners to develop a 

practical understanding of good practice or observation of lessons to suggest 
next steps in practice development.  
 

      Joint planning 
• These aspects attend to planning and assessment, important aspects of 

teachers’ practice outside of the classroom. 
 

      Practical workshops 
• We came across examples in contexts e.g. drama and thinking skills, where the 

approach of the originator was to ask teachers to participate in the activities 
they offered as good practice. Here teachers’ practical involvement led to the 
development of new practices in their own classrooms. 

 
 

Reflective Learning 
 

      Meeting to discuss shared problems or issues for development  
• For example “we’re trying to develop this aspect of our work, what do you do 

in your school?” 
 

      Seminars, theory / idea based CPD training and education  
• Such activities were normally a combination of ideas or theories underlying 

good practice and practical examples of how these ideas can be used in the 
classroom   
 

      Discussing good practice with other teachers 
• In formal situations (e.g. shared CPD) ‘carousel’ type arrangements allowed 

teachers to tell one another about aspects of their classroom practice they feel 
positive about. Significantly, exchanges like these were often accompanied by 
a sharing of resources allowing them to more clearly describe their practice 
and provide a practical help to other teachers 

 
      Attending to affective dimensions of learning 
• Some originators suggested that their work was as much about being 

supportive and enhancing colleagues confidence, as the exchange of technical 
ideas. 
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Contextual support for learning 

 
      Developing policy 
• Through transfer processes teachers described enhancing and developing 

policy. This was significant in supporting and acknowledging practice 
internally, and in providing documentation for external inspection.  
 

      Sharing resources  
• Where originators received funding, not directed to their partners, financial 

support to develop teaching and learning resources or to buy cover was seen as 
an indication of openness as well as a practical contribution. In cluster 
arrangements a central fund to support such initiatives provided immediate 
and real benefits for teachers who became involved.  
 

      Technical support 
• In particular supporting partners in ICT. 

 
 
 
 
At the individual level the effects of activities from within each category will depend 
on the beliefs, values and motivation of teachers. Our research suggests that schools 
engaging in transfer activities with one another should attend to all three of the 
dimensions we describe above. However, there were a number of examples in which 
the level of teacher learning seemed mismatched to the level and type of activity 
partners had engaged in. For example, teachers described one-off events that ‘spoke to 
them’ and from which they had made changes to their practice. In doing this they use 
their own creativity and experience to understand what the ideas they heard would 
look like in practice, and found ways of developing practice in their existing 
environment. Conversely, in some negative examples ideas and ways of working 
included in carefully planned ongoing activities were ‘bounced’ by teachers not 
motivated to use new practices. Such decisions were often based on teachers’ beliefs 
and experiences that these practices would not help in their school’s context.  
 
Incorporating experiential, reflective and contextual supporting activities attends to a 
different aspect of teachers’ practical knowledge. In Section 2.1 we indicate that many 
important dimensions of teachers’ practice remain tacit: they are embodied in their 
actions yet remain difficult and at times impossible to articulate. Experiential 
activities can begin to engage with this tacit knowledge by allowing teachers to work 
alongside one another and develop an understanding of good practice, in a practical 
and physical sense rather than through formalised representations or descriptions of 
practice. Reflective activities not only enable teachers to develop knowledge of 
technical and formal aspects of good practice, but also attend to the purposes of any 
change to practice, to the affective dimensions of changing practice, providing 
opportunities to review and celebrate progress or for partners and originators to think 
about areas in which their own practice could be developed. In our fieldwork teachers 
raised the importance of all of these types of activity and drew on a range of examples 
of how both had influenced their practice. Our research did not indicate that one of 
these approaches should be prioritised over the other.   
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Some teachers reported their participation in processes of practical enquiry located 
between practical and reflective activities. They were engaged in opening their 
classrooms to one another, and working together to reconstruct theory about how 
students’ experiences could be enhanced. While such activities displayed aspects of 
‘action research’ they were often not as formal as using the title ‘research’ might 
suggest. For some originators whose practice had developed through practical enquiry 
their role was to support and nurture a practical-critical approach by those they 
worked with. Where teachers were engaged in these kinds of activities they tended to 
raise challenges to suggestions of good practice being considered universally 
applicable. For example, one broker argued that the value teachers could gain from 
processes of practical enquiry was precisely because such projects could be 
idiosyncratic. The emphasis here is on teachers developing local ideas of what good 
practice might mean.  
 
 
3.13 ‘Transfer of practice’ or ‘Joint practice development’? 
 
Where teachers are developing new practices it is rare for them to replicate the good 
practice of others. In our fieldwork teachers were more likely to describe the 
extension and refinement of their existing repertoire of practices, through 
collaborative and affirming work with other teachers. Teachers saw themselves as 
having ‘travelled’ or ‘grown’ in their work. However, both originators and partners 
were reluctant to label themselves as ‘experts’. Teachers’ language suggested a 
developmental process that has to meet a receptivity in the partner in order to take 
root and one that engages with some embedded values that appeal. The picture that 
emerges is not of discrete ‘blocks’ of practice that can be passed from teacher to 
teacher. Facets of teachers’ practices were interrelated and this became apparent 
where teachers were asked to take on new practices.  
 
 
Joint Practice Development 
 
This led us, in many cases, to question whether the joint work teachers were involved 
in should be labelled as ‘practice transfer’ or whether ‘joint practice development’ 
would provide a better description of their work. This is a move that validates the 
existing practice of teachers who are trying to learn new ways of working, and 
acknowledges the effort of those who are trying to support them, both in their having 
developed creative ways of working and the complex task of opening up and sharing 
practices with others.  

‘To get to the point where I am, I have been on a long journey - and teachers 
respond when they are on the same journey’. (BPRS teacher) 
 
‘It was very much process based, the journey was important, journeys take 
time.’ (BPRS teacher)  

 
In the case of individual learners it was particularly apparent that new ways of 
working did not represent a leaving behind of old practice. More frequently an 
innovation in the teacher’s work was adapted to incorporate existing aspects of work, 
or allowed teachers to expand their repertoire of available approaches. Toward the end 
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of our research, teachers in our case studies drew on a variety of sources in working 
out changes they aimed to make within their classrooms. The decisions of the teachers 
as to which elements of any suggested innovation would be adopted was based on 
their judgement of what the likely outcomes would be, predicted through a practical 
working knowledge of the students they work with, and the expectations held of them 
within their school. One of the teachers we interviewed in this phase of the work was 
engaged in a LIG cluster where teachers investigated and experimented with different 
ways of working, and then shared challenges and progress with colleagues. He 
described the process of developing and changing practice as one of ‘chipping away at 
things’; the outcomes of the work weren’t specific to the introduction of a single 
innovation but instead a range of ideas contributed to his existing practice.  
 
 
Coaching 
 
In our initial literature review we drew attention to ‘coaching’ as a means of teachers 
developing their practice through the support of colleagues and external agencies. 
Many of the characteristics of this approach resonate with the features of joint practice 
development described above. Both exemplify an extended professional relationship 
between two practitioners involved in experimentation and critical reflection in the 
classroom. Both exemplify the commonly encountered asymmetry of expertise of 
those involved. The relationships between teachers engaged in joint development of 
practice were only rarely symmetrical. One of the teachers usually had some claim to 
be a better teacher (frequently through external judgements) and was seen as the 
‘originator’ from whose expertise the practice of the ‘partner’ could benefit.  
 
Much less frequently we encountered teachers working with colleagues from other 
schools in the joint development of practice in symmetrical relationships. However, 
there were some important exceptions, one of which we give below. Certainly, if we 
consider teachers’ access to peer to peer networks, ‘flat’ relationships are likely to 
provide opportunities for a far wider spectrum of teachers to articulate and explore 
their own practice, and to support colleagues in the same process.  
 
 
‘ICT Innovators’ as a model of ‘joint practice development’ 
 
‘ICT Innovators’ is run by an EAZ. It involves a group of about twelve to fifteen 
teachers from nursery to secondary. They each get a management point for their 
involvement and one and a half to three hours non contact time per week to support / 
spread good practice in relation to ICT in their own schools. They hold fortnightly 
meetings after school and meet for an afternoon once every half term, although they 
agreed that the afternoon was more successful than the former.  At these meetings, 
they discuss practice, share software and ideas, and so on. 
 
The group gets support from the EAZ: ‘It needs tight management. It doesn’t work 
well on its own, it needs some maintenance. Any network is really going to demand 
someone tinkering with it occasionally, they don’t run particularly well on their own.’ 
(Coordinator) 
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The teachers already had some commonality:  
It’s good that we all share the fact that we are typical inner-city schools, about 
50% on free school meals. So we are used to not having certain things that 
other schools take for granted, such as parental support, a place for doing 
homework, socialisation skills, yet we are still achieving at the same level. We 
have things in common, we know where children are coming from, yet still get 
good results. (Secondary teacher) 

 
They rotate meetings so that they have all visited each other’s schools and see that 
there is ‘life beyond the four walls of the classroom’.  Through this, they began to 
develop a feel for the contexts in which others were working, and also saw how 
teachers were putting practices to work (for instance, displays in classrooms gave 
practical ideas about activities that could be done with technology). Teachers in a 
nursery were delighted when primary and secondary teachers visited their facilities 
and were impressed by their work, even adopting some of their approaches. Similarly, 
Special School teachers had been able to share their innovative practices and develop 
joint projects with mainstream schools, which had boosted their students’ confidence. 
Such activities had helped to break down traditional hierarchies within education.  
 
Their networking had led to a strong relationship between them so that they could 
cooperate at a range of levels – from ringing each other up with problems, borrowing 
resources, ‘looking to others for what they need’ rather than remaining insular, to 
activities that benefited the whole community such as a community website designed 
by children working in a Saturday school they established.  The teachers involved 
were extremely enthusiastic about its benefits for their own practice, for students who 
were making progress, and for their confidence in working with teachers in their own 
schools. I feel very honoured to feel part of it, to meet with so many other people 
especially the junior side … It’s a great pleasure to network with junior school 
teachers and talk about literacy. (Secondary teacher) 
 
They felt that this was a model of joint working that could apply to any issue related 
to teaching and learning. However, funding was an issue: 

‘You need a good amount of time to make a project work. This one has two 
years’ guaranteed funding, but it takes you a year to get together, and then it 
takes you a year to make progress, then just when you feel you might be getting 
somewhere the funding stops.’ (Secondary teacher) 

 
 
Digging deeper, digging together 
 
Finally, it is important to both acknowledge and formally register our sense that some 
issues and some approaches to collaborative professional learning seem to be of quite a 
different order to much of what is considered in this report. For instance, a BPRS 
researcher was concerned with what she termed the ‘profound emotional and ethical 
difficulties attached to telling friends and former colleagues what they might not want 
to hear’. Her research had focused on issues of ethnicity and racism in a primary 
school, and had analysed the failings of white teachers (primarily, but not only, herself) 
to address issues of race and ethnicity. ‘Good practice’ in this area was not, in her view, 
a matter of quick fixes. It involved careful reflection and introspection about teachers’ 
own standpoints, how their whiteness shapes their teaching and how they ‘behave, 
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speak and look at the world’. Many white teachers feel profoundly uncomfortable and 
challenged by this. She concluded by suggesting that ‘The current emphasis on the 
bureaucratic and technical aspects of teaching at the expense of wider social and 
philosophical issues on training courses has left little room for a consideration of the 
effects of ethnicity and race in education.’ 
 
It is clear that this cannot sensibly be considered ‘practice transfer’. It is also clear that 
whilst ‘joint practice development’ provides a more satisfactory attempt to capture 
what the teacher aspires to and intends there is a world of difference between (a) 
jointly developing a practice that requires teachers to dig deep into their cultural and 
personal identities and (b) jointly developing a practice that, for example, provides a 
more efficient administration of an existing system. Both are examples of ‘joint 
practice development’; both are legitimate and important; but one requires quite 
different emotional and intellectual resources, relationships and timescales to the 
other. This may well be an issue worth researching in more depth as the cumulative 
knowledge base of practice transfer faces up to the challenges of 21st century 
education. 
 
 
 
3.2 Structures and Transfer 
 
 
Our data suggests that there are broadly four important factors that touch on the kind 
of structural supports needed to undertake practice transfer work successfully. These 
have to do with 
� Time 
� Communication 
� Funding and 
� Technology  
 
 
3.21 Time 
 
In Section 2.4 we argued for the development of a more sophisticated, more patient 
notion of ‘time’ than is generally demonstrated in policy statements or school 
realities. ‘Understanding time’ in practice transfer, like ‘wait time’ in classroom 
pedagogy, marks out an imperative that conditions both the possibility and the depth 
of collaborative professional learning. In this Section 3.21 we attend to the 
organisational supports and strategies that create quality time for teachers to learn 
with and from each other over time. 
 
 
Internal mechanisms for creating time 
 
Schools had a number of ways of creating time for colleagues to get involved in 
practice transfer. Cover was the most obvious, but was not always an option. Apart 
from financial reasons there might be few good supply staff available or even enough 
permanent staff to teach classes on a regular basis.  
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Heads and senior staff often explored a range of ways of addressing these and 
associated difficulties. In addition to looking closely at the timetables of all groups of 
students to check they were not receiving an undue proportion of cover lessons 
approaches included 

• Timetabling colleagues together at certain times in the week 
• Timetabling fewer hours per teacher 
• Building up relationships with good supply teachers to cover lessons 
• Employing more teachers than ‘necessary’ 
• Timetabling training or practice sharing work outside school hours. 

 
However, at the same time as acknowledging the plethora of tools at their disposal for 
this task, senior staff also highlighted the inherent tension in releasing teacher time for 
practice transfer work; the ultimate aim of practice transfer is to improve pupil 
learning, but taking quality teachers out of lessons may undermine this in the short 
term. Teaching staff are often reluctant to spend more than a certain amount of time 
away from their students for precisely this reason. 
 
With this in mind, many headteachers stressed that their role was to introduce 
maximum regularity into the process to minimise pupil disruption. 

‘We would have meetings that start at two thirty and finish at four thirty, so 
there would be an hour in school time, and an hour in the own time of the 
teachers. And we found that that was easier to manage in terms of not taking 
quality teachers out of the classroom: the more you take quality teachers out of 
the classroom, the worse it is for the students.’ 

 
Having said that, there was also an acknowledgement that, as one head teacher 
pointed out, releasing time without creating the impetus behind practice transfer work, 
is meaningless.  

‘I have decided that giving people more time and resources doesn’t make the 
transfer of practice happen anyway… I have given them support workers, but 
their capacity to use them well, their will to do things has meant that these 
people haven’t used them as effectively as possible.’ 

The same is true for all these tools – they lack real leverage without desire across the 
school to maximise opportunities for practice sharing.  
 
 
Institutional recognition of individuals 
 
Institutional recognition of the importance of providing structural support for 
collaborative professional learning was sometimes addressed, at least in part, by the 
incorporation of a practice transfer remit within the responsibilities of key staff in the 
school. Thus, ASTs have it built in to their professional brief (20% of AST time being 
concerned with in-house and outreach work on practice transfer related matters). 
Another form of support, as we shall see in more detail later in Section 3.32 is by senior 
staff supporting the deployment of time through the imaginative re-articulation and re-
conception of staff roles and / or by providing additional staffing partly or wholly 
concerned with supporting joint professional learning within and outside the school 
through things like networks, consortia and other burgeoning mechanisms for lateral 
work across the education system. Another, also explored in Section 3.32, concerns the 
emerging desire on the part of senior leadership team members to carve out a new role 



 

37 

focussed on the pro-active support and encouragement of colleagues in developing 
practice transfer work. Finally, we came across a number of instances where 
individuals had been given short-term incentive points for supporting various kinds of 
joint professional learning. 
 
 
External mechanisms for creating time 
 
External mechanisms for creating time are now becoming increasingly common. With 
the recent resurgence of networking in general and the NCSL Networked Learning 
Communities in particular, there are a growing number of examples of time being 
jointly created to enable practice transfer between schools. This is also true of other 
centrally funded initiatives encouraging collaboration such as LIG and EiC  
 
 
3.22 Communication 
 
Issues of communication are self-evidently important in any kind of joint work. 
Within this context they have largely to do how far schools use existing 
communication systems effectively. As we shall see later in Section 3.31, 
headteachers are not always good at conveying external information through the 
internal systems of the school. The point here is a wider one and has to do schools’ 
organisational capacity to ensure that useful and important information vital to 
successful transfer work reaches its intended and most appropriate destination. 
 
It is important that the appropriate level of communication is established and utilised, 
i.e. that working relationships are supported by direct communication occurring at the 
level of intended development. Thus, if schools are aiming to bring about a change in 
management practices then the key relationship is that between managers; likewise, 
heads of department for departmental level change, and teachers to bring about 
classroom level change. Where the aim is classroom change and most ongoing contact 
remains with managers, successful transfer of practice is less likely, yet it does often 
seem to happen. One interviewee in an originator school claimed much better success 
through contacting middle managers, adding that HoDs were far more interested in 
CPD than heads.  

 
In one example, failure to communicate at the appropriate level had clearly derailed the 
process. For instance, an untrained Individual Needs Assistant in a primary school had 
received help over six months in supporting a child with severe learning difficulties 
from an AST in a Special School, who was clearly a highly competent and committed 
professional. The INA had welcomed the input she was given and found the AST 
extremely supportive, accessible and easy to talk to, echoing the AST’s own 
perceptions. However, she stressed that she had not been able to make better use of the 
AST’s visits because she had never been informed of their purpose or of when they 
would be happening, so she could not formulate appropriate questions or set an agenda 
for what she wanted to learn. It seems that the AST communicated administrative 
details such as the times of her visits, to the SENCO, who had not passed them on to 
the INA. Whilst this might be an individual failing on the part of the SENCO, her 
actions in this respect might relate to more broadly relevant issues. These include:  the 
low status of support staff, leading to a failure to consider their needs or rights; a failure 
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to take seriously the AST’s investment of time; a failure by the SENCO and SLT to 
define the purpose of the activity and take responsibility for its process and outcomes; a 
lack of clarity about who (in the originator or partner school) was responsible for 
ensuring communication with the ‘target’ of the practice transfer, the INA.  
 
 
3.23 Funding 
 
In an LEA network meeting for Beacon schools attended by heads and senior teachers 
it was announced that Beacon funding would cease to be available in the future. Apart 
from the sense of anger and betrayal that erupted, there was a strong sense that 
practice transfer work would have to stop. The comments of one of the Beacon heads 
summed up the situation succinctly: 

‘We just won’t be able to help schools in the same way. I’m not giving up my 
time to show staff from other schools how they can improve things. I’d rather 
give the time to my staff, take their classes for them to allow them to develop 
work for our school.’ 

 
This is but one of many examples from our interviews with headteachers that 
demonstrated how central is the deployment of  financial resources to enabling 
transfer initiatives to get off the ground and, just as importantly, to sustaining them 
over a sufficient period of time for them to be productive and worthwhile. In sum, 
funding is a very significant feature of many current initiatives and a significant 
motivational factor in practice transfer work  
 
 
Different ways in which funds were deployed 
 
If we look at the different kinds of activities that money was used to support, four 
trends seem to emerge. Sometimes money helped fund basic activities that school 
budgets could not provide. For instance, one school had got involved in a joint 
scheme in order to be able to send pupils on outings, explaining that it was in an 
impoverished area where parents could not afford to contribute extra to their 
children’s education. The coordinator then developed work relevant to the initiative 
around these activities. Whilst this shows how far policy has the power to shape and 
shift emphasis in schools’ activities, the danger in such cases, of course, is that there 
is no sustainability built into the work that is carried out during the life of the project 
unless it accords with the values the school already holds.   
 
Secondly, funding helped to enhance the impact of events that would have happened 
anyway. For instance, a Beacon school was able to support meetings between subject 
teachers from a cluster of schools that had been taking place for some time. Beacon 
funding meant that these meetings could become more regular and longer, and that 
there was an explicit recognition of their value from the school managers who chose to 
deploy funding in this way.  
 
Thirdly, money was sometimes saved rather than spent by those who benefited from 
their partner role within developing collaborative work. Thus, there was much 
appreciation of the fact that, e.g. AST work, saved some schools money because it 
meant that they did not have to buy in LEA, other consultants, or even specialist staff. 
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In one primary school the use of a very good local AST meant that they did not need to 
buy in a music specialist. 
 
Fourthly, resources sometimes seemed to serve a symbolic function. One of the ways 
Beacon funding was shared, for example, was to allow partner schools cover time that 
they would not otherwise be able to afford. Interestingly, however, some originator 
schools commented that legitimate claims made by the partner school for supply cover 
costs were not always actually made. There are two possible explanations for this; the 
offer of money as an indicator of goodwill was as important as the receipt of money, or 
alternatively that the partner schools may not be able to organise themselves to claim 
for funds to which they are entitled. 
 
 
Issues of accountability 
 
Nonetheless, it was extremely important that originators who ‘held the purse strings’ 
were open about resources and how they were being used, not only for reasons of 
financial propriety, but also because, as we have seen above, resources can be 
strategically used in a whole range of beneficial ways. In general it was considered 
important that schools receiving funding were seen to be accountable for what they did 
with it. The fact that they sometimes diverted funds to bolster staffing gaps clearly 
meant that they could not be accountable and they were certainly viewed with suspicion 
by partner schools. 
  
 
3.24 The role of technology in promoting practice transfer  
 
A number of individuals and institutions placed some hope in electronic means of 
practice transfer, such as establishing websites to which teachers could go to seek out 
new ideas, or email lists and virtual forums for discussion of practice. Our analysis of 
data from the VEAZs and other collaborative arrangements leads us to suggest a 
number of points in response. One is that this model may be reliant on what we called 
the ‘entrepreneurial’ ideal type teacher, who is fully in control of what they feel they 
need and able to seek it out. It may not assist those who have not yet got to the point of 
identifying their needs with any clarity.  
 
Despite some impressions, a website is not necessarily instantly accessible; negotiating 
one’s way through it in order to find what one needs is also a skill. In our research we 
still encountered teachers who were obviously very new to electronic communication 
and may not yet possess the skills or confidence needed to process the mass of 
information available on the Internet. In other cases key parts of websites containing 
information about practice proved to be accessible only by passwords, often held only 
by senior managers or heads of department. Not only did this limit access in a very 
obvious way, it also communicated messages about ownership and rights. 
 
Interviewees repeatedly emphasised the importance of the ‘face to face’, or at least of 
direct verbal communication, which could perhaps be by phone. One respondent 
suggested that this preference might be specific to the culture of teachers, because their 
working lives are so bound up in direct, personal interaction. Whilst the emergence of 
email drew some very positive comments from the apparently still small number of 
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teachers familiar enough with its use with reliable access to it at school electronic 
means of communication may be a poor substitute where people are seeking long-term 
or ongoing developmental work. On the whole, participants argued that technology was 
appropriate for more instrumental exchanges, e.g. of information, or administrative 
matters, but ill-suited to more exploratory, open-ended forms of engagement. It could 
also be a means to continue relationships once they had been established through direct 
contact. 
 
More conventional means, such as meetings organised, for instance, by the LEA, by 
subject teachers or by clusters of schools, are unlikely to be displaced because they 
offer the essential personal element that can help build the trust and prior relationships 
that nurture partnership work.  
 
 
 
3.3 People and transfer (1) Headteachers & staff  
 
 
3.31 The role of headteachers 
 
Throughout the course of our research it became apparent that a considerable faith 
was being placed in headteachers as key enablers of collaborative professional 
learning within and across schools. We report the views of heads below, but note first 
that a number of our research participants felt that such faith might be misplaced or in 
need of further qualification. One respondent with many years experience of senior 
level regional and national work behind him argued that 

‘the engine for transforming secondary education cannot reside principally with 
secondary headteachers … because there aren’t enough good ones. …The thing 
that’s disappointed me most in doing the job and meeting so many secondary 
heads is just that:  I’ve just been very disappointed.’ 

This comment was echoed by a headteacher respondent who indicated that within his 
LEA there was concern ‘about the quality of people who want to be heads’ suggesting 
that ‘these are not going to be the saviours of our schools.’ 
 
We came across numerous instances of heads blocking collaborative working 
arrangements in ways that did not appear to be justified. Sometimes this presented itself 
as an overt parochialism, often linked to the legacy of the muscular self-managing 
school that had pulled itself up by its own bootstraps and was resentful of sharing hard 
won gains with anyone: one Beacon head was reported as saying ‘I am not interested in 
anything that goes on beyond my school gates’. Sometimes it had to do with a lack of 
understanding: in a number of examples headteachers would not engage with the 
practice transfer element of an AST’s role, particularly with regard to the outreach 
work with other schools, thus making a key element of the job virtually impossible. 
Sometimes it was more to do with a gap between espoused belief and real practice. At 
other times it was about absence of appropriate skills to support practice transfer and 
also the capacity to block progress through not passing information on to the 
appropriate member of staff.  
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This suggests that serious issues have to be addressed if the ‘transformative’ potential 
of practice transfer is to fulfil the aspirations many have for it. In the words of one 
respondent,  

‘If heads don’t want to be collaborative they are doing a disservice and it is a 
barrier. The long term answer is for the will to collaborate and the understanding 
of collaboration to be on the person specification of heads to be recruited.’ (EAZ 
director) 

In addition, the data that we report below deal with the views of heads as expressed in 
interviews: as noted in the first section, our research timescale did not allow us to 
spend long enough in schools to assess how far such views were put into practice.   
 
Nonetheless, the overwhelming response from the headteachers we interviewed about 
practice transfer was very positive. They argued that heads and senior staff affect the 
transfer of practice both within and between schools in four key ways: 
� By ‘setting the tone’ of the school  
� By distributing leadership 
� By building networks 
� By co-ordinating or facilitating practice transfer 

 
 
Setting the Tone of the School 
 
Many heads argued that they wished to ‘set the tone’ by creating a culture in which 
change and innovation would be sought and not feared, in which there would be a 
willingness to look to others for good ideas, where teachers would believe that their 
ideas are worth sharing and, finally, have the capacity and desire to put these into 
practice.  

‘I think that if you want things to really work long term rather than short-term 
projects, I think it has to come from the head. I think it’s incredibly important 
people see it and read it and hear it. If you want people to be involved, that’s the 
way it works.’  
 
‘If I wasn’t supporting this initiative, nothing would happen. I am the key person 
supporting everything… My role is giving it high priority and importance.’ 

 
Creating what some head teachers called a ‘learning school’ (4) of this kind involved a 
number of factors. For instance, heads argued that commitment to and consistently 
stressing mutual professional learning as a priority was central to instilling a culture of 
practice sharing. Secondly, building confidence in staff was seen as vital in mobilising 
that commitment and in creating a desire for and an openness to change at all levels in 
staff and pupils alike. It involved breaking down staff defensiveness where embracing 
change is seen purely as an indictment of current practice. This is particularly 
important in a policy context where examination of practice is often about inspection 
and judgement rather than admiration and sharing. This also means addressing the key 
role of self-esteem in learning, instilling in every teacher the belief that they have  
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(4) See the work of our sister research project Effective Professional Learning Communities based at 
the Universities of Bath and Bristol funded by the DfES, GTC and NCSL. See http://www.eplc.info/ 
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practice that is good enough to share. Confidence building cannot just be vocalised: it  
must be demonstrated over a long period. Respondents suggested, for instance:  

‘You have to change the culture in order to get people to a point where they will 
be motivated and work together, doing it professionally rather than being 
defensive. And that doesn’t happen overnight. It’s a long thing.’  
 
‘It is actually getting them start to see that things can be done differently, and that 
they can be done better. Getting them to see that without undermining their self 
esteem was not an easy discussion to have.’  
 
‘My role was to build up staff confidence. It was also about trying to build 
confidence where good things were happening.’ 

 
Thirdly, once practice sharing is under way, the role of head teacher largely seems to 
be to ‘practice what they preach’; encouraging and praising those who are doing it and 
helping those who are open to innovation to make a success of their initiatives. Part of 
this may include coaching or training.  

‘You try to lead by example, give people a way that is non threatening then give 
them an opportunity to take part in a way that is supportive. And then hopefully, 
people start to translate these things into their own practices and start to try 
things out.’ 

In sum, the head teacher provides important moral support (e.g. emphasising and 
demonstrating teamwork and the celebration of success) and practical support (e.g. 
providing resources to enable coaching to take place).  

‘They need to know that if they had a good idea, I would, as far as I possible 
could, come out with the goods, in terms of resources.’ 

 
Finally, however, creating a protective as well as an exciting environment for staff 
was seen as vital. If sharing practice is to become the norm, mistakes or failures must 
be accepted as part of the process and indeed should be seen as a positive contribution 
to the learning process. 

‘It’s making sure that staff have the support, the knowledge, the vision 
and the desire to move the school forward and that they feel that, if they 
do try to take on new initiatives, they’re not going to be condemned if 
every one of them isn’t successful. They can make mistakes and can still 
move the school forward… I see that very much as my role as head 
teacher – I’m the fall guy who’s there to make sure that my staff are 
protected whatever happens and that I take the flak, not them.’ 
 
‘You have to set out with the idea that 60% of what you do will be 
proved wrong.’ 

 
These four points are particularly important in providing the necessary initial 
conditions for teachers to take the ‘leap of faith’ and start sharing practice. Several 
heads said that this initial investment in building the culture acted as a trigger for 
longer term change – it persuades people to give innovations a try that often 
permanently change their attitude to the value of collaboration in the future. 
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Headteachers stressed that it is important to remember that simply initiating 
partnership will not be sufficient across the board – some teachers remain resistant 
and new people are constantly joining the school. Setting that tone and maintaining it 
was seen both as an ongoing process and as a long-term strategy. Achieving this relies 
on consistent communication of the same message from the head teacher (as well as 
the structural change discussed later) and is sometimes bolstered by bold and 
occasionally tough recruitment decisions.   
 
Longevity of service may be important here. We came across a number of cases of 
staff (not only heads) who had taught at their current school for between 15 and 25 
years and who became guardians of the school’s narrative and history. They provided 
a crucial continuity that helped the school survive high staff turnover elsewhere.  It is, 
of course, hard to legislate for such important figures and it helps to explain the 
difficulties for schools who constantly struggled with a high turnover of key players in 
the school. It is worth emphasising that the positive presence of such staff was in 
striking contrast to the more usual negative overtones in which long-standing staff 
were described: generally research participants referred to such teachers as if they 
were automatically assumed to be resistant and incapable of taking on new ideas. We 
hope this small part of our research findings might prompt a re-examination of such 
crude generalisations. 
 
 
Distributing leadership 
 
Entrenching whole school commitment to practice sharing relies on establishing 
structures to encourage participation at all levels, which in turn was seen as part of 
developing ‘distributed leadership’.  This term seems to encompass two separate 
phenomena. Firstly, it refers to head teachers actively devolving some of the ‘driving’ 
role of practice transfer across the school, usually to middle management teams. 
Heads saw this as vital to building capacity, demonstrating their own commitment to 
partnership work in school and creating more ambassadors for the concept.  

‘My leadership team… don’t lead the group, they monitor and support it. 
Instead of saying, “this is what we will do in literacy”, this is about them 
saying, “This is what we need to do to make the improvement.”’ 

 
Secondly, it refers to distributed project management of practice sharing throughout 
the school, and to the flexibility within the system for anyone to take the initiative in 
instigating it. This is not just symbolic. It builds innovative capacity, spreading the 
risk of practice sharing, and uses information effectively and efficiently. Many heads 
acknowledged that whilst they may have a broad overview of what is going on in the 
school, it is individual teachers, not even necessarily department heads, who have a 
true sense of what might contribute positively to pupils’ learning. In this sense, heads’ 
role might be to assist teachers by removing what they might see as barriers to doing 
so. 
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are transported. The total advantage of exchanges is distributed evenly 
among the participants/elements. The symmetric relationship makes 
exchange processes, understandings of each other and meta-reflection on 
the network’s development possible.  

2. The connections between participants/elements are characterised by 
exchange processes (e.g. comparing, influencing, learning). They are not 
pre-specified routes and their duration can vary.  

3. The connections are not safe guarded by pre-defined rules but are defined 
and charged by shared interests. There is always possibility for more 
connections, ways of working and content to be added.  Relationships can 
develop quite spontaneously, so not necessarily through formal 
negotiation.  

4. Networks can perform multiple functions and any one connection activity 
can support (or hinder) multiple messages. They are multi-dimensional. As 
a result there is open access to potentially unlimited learning processes. In 
contrast to hierarchical systems, new connections can be formed without 
having to give up the existing ones. (Adapted from Fischer-Kowalski 
1991.) 

 
Posch writes that, in sum, ‘The essential feature of dynamic networks is the 
autonomous and flexible establishment of relationships to assist responsible 
action in the face of complexity and uncertainty’. (p. 68) 
 
If we use this model to help us conceptualise contexts for the transfer of 
practice we might align dynamic networks with the view that knowledge is 
constructed within a given context of practice and is derived from the 
particulars of that situation.  Dynamic networks, as their name suggests, will 
shift to accommodate new problems or innovations as they arise: problem 
solving or innovation is not confined within a fixed structure.   
 
 
Networks in the US and Europe 
 
Much research and practice flowing from network initiatives in UK schools is 
very new. The National College for School Leadership’s programme called 
Networked Learning Communities is pioneering this work in England (see 
Jackson 2003) and has been encountered too late for inclusion here. There is, 
however, evidence from US and European school networks. 
 
Anne Lieberman has provided a number of accounts of networks in the USA 
over the last decade (Lieberman and McLaughlin 1992, Lieberman and 
Grolnik 1996 and 1999, Lieberman 1996, Lieberman & Wood 2002). Each 
account highlights not only the infrastructure of networks but also how social 
network processes are connected to the ease of transfer of practice.   
 
To define networks Lieberman and Grolnik (1999) refer to Parker (1977), and 
give five ‘key ingredients’ of a network organised for educational 
improvement: 
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� A strong sense of commitment to the innovation 
� A sense of shared purpose 
� A mixture of information sharing and psychological support 
� An effective facilitator 
� Voluntary participation and equal treatment 

Additionally Parker argued that members ‘have a sense of being part of a 
special group or movement’ (p. 7).  These conditions gather around the idea 
that networks do not have their own purpose, they exist so that (and through 
the sense that) actors have a shared intention in outcome. Another important 
suggestion is that ‘teachers, as professionals, know about education as few 
others do and that the field of education needs to capitalize on this 
knowledge’ (Duckworth, 1997).  
 
Lieberman and Wood (2002) explore the connection between teachers’ 
participation in networks and the transfer of practice between these learning 
settings and the classroom. They focus on the National Writing Project as 
‘arguably the most successful teacher network in the USA’ (p. 317). They 
describe both the summer workshops attended by teachers and the 
experiences of teachers in applying these. One of the students tracked back 
to the classroom gave an insight about conditions under which transfer had 
taken place: 
 

“I found that the experience and support passed on by other 
teachers was much more valuable to me than any workbook, step 
by step method that had promised to be the quick fix…The writing 
project gives you some alternatives and the courage to try them… 
you talk to people who’ve actually tried these alternatives and 
they’ve worked”. Finally she claimed that “the support and 
validation as a professional” comes from being part of a community 
of professionals, and it gives teachers courage to invent and/or 
tailor innovative approaches to meet their students needs. (p. 327)  

 
Lieberman and Wood also describe some of the conditions under which 
networks bring about powerful learning experiences in practice.  
� Network teachers have numerous opportunities to recognise, articulate 

and share their own tacit knowledge with each other. 
� Networks have the flexibility to organise activities first, then develop 

the structures to support those activities. 
� Networks tend to foster problem posing and questioning over 

prescriptive and pre-packaged answers. 
� Networks provide multiple opportunities for members to learn and take 

leadership roles. 
� Networks promote collaboration among members. 
� Networks, coalitions or partnerships that last long enough to create 

ongoing learning communities and norms of learning and collaboration 
replace the existing transmission of knowledge model (which assumes 
that knowledge can be created in one institution and disseminated to 
another). (p. 333) 

What these points indicate is the particular type of network Lieberman and 
Wood are talking about. This is one that links the concept of networks to the 
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suggestion that communities are ways in which teachers may come together 
and learn from one another.  
 
In Europe, Duckworth (1997) and Veugelers and Zijlstra (1996) describe 
networks of teachers facilitated by higher education institutions (HEIs). They 
focus on a space in which practitioners may come together and share 
experiences, reflect on practice and produce educational materials. Veugelers 
and Zijlstra give an example of how the network they are involved with 
facilitating has led to the transfer of practice and how schools have shared in 
the development of practice. 
 

Three years ago, one of the schools in our network developed a 
planning format to give students a clearer idea about teachers 
expectations, ways to achieve their goals, and in what time frame. 
Impressed with this format, other schools modified the document to 
meet their needs. Two years later, the first school examined the 
changes and the experiences of the other teachers and, as a result, 
adapted some of the changes for their students. (pp. 76-77) 

 
It is notable that that the relationship between the members of the network is 
interchangeable, in this extract schools act as both the receivers and 
transmitters of ideas for practice. The receiving schools adapted the format 
and put it into action in a way that met their needs. Furthermore, teachers took 
part in a mutual process of review and adaptation once the practice had been 
in place for some time. Small teams within each school form ‘consultative and 
development groups’ that organise events such as workshops for other staff 
as well as approximately half-termly meetings with those in other schools who 
have interests on similar themes. In contrast to Posch, Veugelers and Ziljstra 
argue that a spirit of give-and-take is needed, with an atmosphere of mutual 
confidence. Therefore, networks must develop gradually and assurance that 
addresses teachers feelings threatened in such open and potentially 
challenging situations are important.  
  
 
Learning Communities  
 
We now turn to look at some of the key characteristics of professional learning 
communities that seem to be significant in the transfer of practice.  
 
McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) argue that ‘Strong professional communities 
establish distinctive expectations for teachers’ work and interactions with 
students’ (p.10) and this helps explain differences in how teachers perceived 
and worked with students and subject matter in classrooms. The implication is 
that some practices will be shared: Louis and Marks (1998) term this the 
‘deprivatisation of practice’. Key characteristics of this ‘deprivatisation’ are 
openness, trust, genuine reflection and collaboration focussed on student 
learning. Learning communities may be distinguished from other school 
settings by a collective stance on learning in the context of shared work and 
responsibilities (McLaughlin and Talbert, p. 63). Teachers sharing their work 
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and collaboratively seeking to develop innovative practice are seen as 
powerful ways of improving learning experiences for students.  
 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) seek to define learning by teachers in 
communities by evaluating three different conceptions of teacher knowledge. 
They set out to problematise the position that ‘teachers who know more teach 
better’ (p. 249 Italics theirs). They evaluate three types of teacher knowledge 
played out in learning:  
 
- knowledge-for-practice  - This assumes that teachers can use formal 
knowledge and theory (including codified wisdom of practice), e.g. the 
evidence based practice movement.  
- knowledge-in-practice - This is ‘what very competent teachers know as it is 
expressed or embedded in the artistry of practice, in teachers reflections on 
practice, in practical inquiries, and/or in teachers’ narrative accounts of 
practice.’ Here, teaching itself is largely defined as ‘a spontaneous craft 
situated and constructed in response to the particularities of every day life in 
schools and classrooms’. For transfer of practice to occur, ‘teachers need 
opportunities to enhance, make explicit, and articulate the tacit knowledge 
embedded in experience and in the wise action of very competent 
professionals’ (pp. 262-263). 
- knowledge-of-practice - teachers learn through generating locally relevant 
knowledge of practice by working within the context of enquiry communities.  
In this way they can theorize and construct their work and connect it to larger 
social, cultural and political issues. (p. 250). 
 
We can begin to see the importance of this to the transfer of practice by 
looking to the examples given of the three stances. Within the knowledge-for-
practice tradition empirically verified best practices transcend the context of 
individual schools and require minimal translation by teachers. Teacher 
learning is based on accurately and consistently using these practices in the 
classroom. In initiatives characterised by a knowledge-in-practice approach 
expert teachers take the role of ‘mentors’, ‘master teachers’ or ‘coaches’. 
These teachers with a developed sense of artistry in practice guide those who 
are less experienced as they participate in problems of practice. These guides 
are seen as able to reflect on practice and are knowledgeable about how to 
take part in learning situations. This approach may see teachers learning from 
each other as well as being guided in questioning assumptions that underlie 
their practice by a facilitative outsider. Practice may be learned by the less 
experienced from the more experienced, and from a process of reflection. The 
learning of practice in the knowledge-of-practice approach is characterised by 
spaces where teachers direct their own learning in ways congruent with their 
professional lives. Knowledge is constructed collaboratively, in structures such 
as networks (Lieberman and Grolnick, 1996; McLaughlin and Talbert, 1993). 
Sites where teachers or other practitioners take part in research or participate 
in communities of enquiry are seen as rich exemplars of this model. Practice 
is co-constructed by participants within the contexts of their work. 
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In examining processes of transfer of practice more closely, it is the point of 
connection between knowledge retrieval and action that warrants careful 
analysis. Eraut (2001) evaluates conditions that might foster learning in the 
workplace and emphasises the organisation of a suitable microclimate for 
each work setting, characteristics of which include: 
� A blame-free culture which provides mutual support 
� Learning from experiences, positive and negative, at both group 
                      and individual level 
� Encouraging and talking about learning 
� Trying to make full use of the knowledge resources of its 
                      members 
� Locating and using relevant knowledge from outside the group 
� Enhancing and extending understandings and capabilities of 
                      both the group as a whole and its individual members. 
 
 
Communities of practice 
 
Communities of practice has grown as a concept to describe places where 
individuals come together to jointly construct practices and develop social 
identity through adopting these practices. Wenger (1998) talks of communities 
of practice not being groups or networks but, rather, about being together, 
living meaningfully and developing a satisfying identity. Features include 
mutual engagement and the emergence of a ‘logic of practice’ from seemingly 
tacit and individual actions.  
 
Communities of practice have recently been seen as more complex than, 
perhaps their advocates suggest. Both Eraut and Knight all point to the 
individual’s unique identities remaining quite strong alongside social ones. 
More critically, communities of practice have also been attacked as new and 
ideal forms of tacit indoctrination in which people form overt ideologies without 
reflection and critique (Gee et al 1996). If learning practices are situated in 
specific social and cultural dimensions, how can the transfer of practice move 
between communities? Further, the forming of collegiate relationships for 
instrumental ends has its dangers, especially if existing relations need 
displacing or revision first: Little (1990) reminds us that ‘closely bound groups 
are instruments both for promoting change and for conserving the present’. 
Similarly, Eraut (2000) uses the term ‘deceptive discourse’ to describe types 
of talk between group members that attempt to exclude and obfuscate, and 
Hargreaves (1994) warns against ‘contrived collegiality’.  
 
Additional to these potential problems with social learning of new practices 
there are a whole set of issues clustering round tacit and craft knowledge and 
the challenge of knowledge transfer. Craft knowledge is often idiosyncratic, 
non-theorised and so difficult to articulate (Kennedy 2002). Conveying what 
we know to another person is problematic because, as Polanyi (1966 p.5) 
says, ‘we can know more than we can tell’ and so much knowledge remains 
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tacit. Improvements to practice in such settings tends to be through ‘tinkering’ 
rather than systematic analysis (Huberman 1983). Craft knowledge is 
developed from experience.  
 
Yet, the strength of communities remains. The individual’s tacit knowledge 
operates in a dynamic relationship with practices shared within the 
community. Reinforcing this are social effects that help sustained commitment 
to improving practice and the structural effects of sharing, explaining and re-
considering “intuitive” practices (see Knight 2002).  
 
In finishing this section, the key point to make is that networks and 
communities are not the same thing, just as collaboration, collegiality and 
community are not the same thing (Fielding 1999).  These are not just 
academic points: if we are to understand the psychological and professional 
conditions that enable transfer then we have to be more rigorous and more 
careful in the terminology we use to describe different modes of professional 
interaction. The literature on teacher culture from scholars such as Andy 
Hargreaves (Hargreaves 1994) and Judith Warren Little (Little 1990), to name 
but two of the most eminent writers in this field, is both indicative of the 
importance of making certain distinctions and the difficulty of getting it right. It 
may well be that one of the things to emerge from this research is a clearer 
understanding of what those distinctions are and how significant (or not) their 
orientations are in helping us understand and enable practice transfer. 
 
 
 

Section C School-to-school transfer of practice 
 
 
In considering the transfer of practice from one school to another, or from one 
group of schools to another group, factors relevant to the ‘receiving’ school 
can be seen as different from the ‘originating’ school. Literature examined so 
far indicates that the position of the receiving school is fundamentally 
important, if anything, more important than the originating institution. Yet, the 
distinction between receiving and originating is somewhat misleading because 
the two are intrinsically connected. Cunningham, for example, argues that ‘if 
the learner’s goals, mind set and other personal characteristics are central 
then it is the so-called receiver who needs to be in the driving seat’. Further, 
implied in this distinction is a unidirectional flow, which may mask different 
contributions able to be made by different participants. Nevertheless, several 
useful points do emerge through such a division and these are discussed 
below.  
 
 
The receiving school 
 
For the receiving school, learning and relationships are inter-twined in certain 
ways. First, the receiving school ‘pulling’ in new practices is better than them 
being ‘pushed’ in by others, i.e. demand driven (O’Dell and Grayson 1998 
p.173). At the heart of this is motivation to learn:  



 

100 

 
‘Ultimately successful transfer of best practices comes 
back to a personal and organisational willingness and 
desire to learn. A vibrant sense of curiosity and a deep 
respect and desire for learning from others are the real 
keys’ (ibid.).  

 
Second, professional learning is often, though not always, a deeply social 
process. O’Dell and Grayson (1998 p.173) observed that ‘relationships seem 
to precede and be required for meaningful transfer’, and this is a matter of 
psychological receptiveness and addressing issues of transferring tacit 
knowledge. Certain types of practice seem to require a rich, dialogic set of 
arrangements if they are to be successful. Third, there is an affective 
dimension to practice transfer. Goleman et al’s (2002) work argues for the 
necessity of allowing time and encouraging access to feelings and values. 
One main implication of the above is that unlearning is required, yet the needs 
entailed in unlearning and re-learning in new ways in practice have been 
consistently underestimated. A second major implication is that ‘active 
reception’ through an active approach to meeting one’s own learning needs is 
required.  
 
In actively receiving new practices, the ability to recognise, absorb and 
assimilate new external information is the overarching requirement identified 
by a range of authors (e.g. Cohen and Levinthal 1990, Soo et al 2002). This 
has been termed ‘absorptive capacity’. A receiving school is only likely to 
learn if the act of reception is couched within a process of actively seeking 
learning. Fear-free creativity and social infrastructure may be needed to 
support the generation or process of construction of meaning, hence the term 
‘generative capacity’ may be more apt. Two more technical and specific 
aspects to active reception are also highlighted in the literature: clarity of 
goals, which inform and animate the learning process  (e.g. Butterfield, 
Slocum and Nelson 1993) and ‘knowing what to do next’ as well as the 
content of a change (i.e. ‘how-to’ knowledge). In the former, Yamnill and 
McLean (2001) refer to the importance of the extent of self-management by 
the individual and the setting of goals by the individual over people having 
goals set for them. The latter highlights the matter of accessible good practice 
being ‘out there’ as being only 50% of the issue. The key question is what 
happens next, for the remaining 50%. As Soo et al (2002) says, the key issue 
is ‘to make sure that those who need access to sources of know how get it 
and are capable of understanding what to do with it once they get their hands 
on it’.  
 
 
Barriers to transfer and a framework for removing them 
 
Knowing ‘what to do next’, after accessing information, is easier said than 
done. Optimum conditions for transfer are difficult to realise, despite very 
positive messages from research. Many barriers to transfer have already been 
addressed in previous sections. However, it is crucially important to be clear 
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what they are and how to remove them (O’Dell and Grayson 1998 p.163) so 
that teachers can engage and generate new, meaningful practices.  
 
Cunningham (2002) points out that research suggests eight different kinds of 
barrier to transfer in work contexts. Of the eight he identifies, seven seem 
particularly pertinent to the context of schools learning from each other: 
� the person’s manager 
� the general culture of the organisation e.g. one where people are 

discouraged from trying something new 
� technology e.g. less than user friendly computer software 
� resources .e.g. there is no money to try out a new way of working 
� the work team – peers can be a bigger influence than the manager in 

blocking new learning 
� professional barriers e.g. a nurse learning a new approach that the 

consultant will not let her use because of assumed professional roles 
� fear of feeling foolish e.g. where a person learns a new technique but 

fears the response of others 
To this list can be added administrative support to underpin teachers’ work.  
 
 
 
The originating school  
 
Any school considering transfer of its practice to another institution needs to 
reflect on what we know about the success or otherwise of transfer processes.  
 
An important source on transfer is the work of Detterman (1993) for whom 
‘transfer is the degree to which a behaviour will be repeated in a new 
situation’. This behaviourist and individualistic view is echoed in the influential 
work of Szulanski (1994). Detterman also developed one version of a 
‘typology of transfer’, key features of which include:  
� Near transfer (almost identical situations e.g. learning to use Office on 

a PC at someone else’s desk, with you then using the same software 
and hard ware at your desk) versus far transfer (non-identical situations 
e.g. learning to speak a languages such as German and hoping this will 
help you to learn a dissimilar language like Japanese) 

� Deep versus surface structure as they affect transfer  (e.g. the surface 
structure of car dash boards transfer to different makes of car, but not 
to aeroplanes where the deep structure behind the display units are 
very different) 

� Specific versus non-specific (or general) transfer. 
 
Detterman argues that far, deep and general transfer is almost unknown and 
that we should be going for near, surface and specific transfer. This is 
corroborated in the business world by the work of Cunningham who argues 
that the difficulty with ‘much of the discussion about transferable skills is that 
there is an attempt to create far transfer of deep structure whereas we know 
we are on much safer ground when using near transfer of surface structure’ 
(Cunningham 2002). This, however, goes against much of the early sections 
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of this paper, which support notions of professional learning for teachers as 
complex and deeply embedded social processes.  
 
Sticky knowledge 
 
An alternative way of conceptualising transfer comes from the knowledge 
management literature in general and the communities of practice literature in 
particular and concerns the ‘sticky’ nature of the knowledge which 
organisations produce. Thus Hewlett Packard in the USA developed a very 
effective set of processes for identifying best practices, but encountered great 
difficulty in moving them around the corporation (Brown & Duguid 2002). The 
‘flow’ of good ideas and imaginative, effective practices that emerge within 
organizations is not always free or smooth. As already discussed, knowledge 
produced in one locality has embedded in it a substantial tacit dimension 
(Brown and Duguid 2002).  
 
In making knowledge less sticky, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) advocate a 
‘knowledge conversation’ which takes place through four steps: (1) 
socialisation (2) externalisation (3) combination and (4) internalization. 
Hargreaves (1999) provides one of the best-known introductions of this work 
to the educational field. Brown & Duguid’s recent (2002) work alerts us to the 
difficulties of applying these four steps in organizations such as schools that 
have vertical hierarchies and so where layers of differentiated status and 
activity have to be cut through if access to good new practices and ideas is to 
be gained. Brown and Duguid also identify what they call ‘warrants’. They 
argue that particular communities develop their own screening processes to 
help them decide what is worth attending to and what is not, what counts as 
evidence and what does not. ‘Warrants’ are ‘the endorsements for knowledge 
that encourage people to rely on it and hence make it actionable’ (Brown & 
Duguid 2002) and are, they assure us, ‘particularly important in situations in 
which people confront increasing amounts of information, ideas, and beliefs’. 
They add that it is the locally embedded nature of these practices and 
warrants that can make knowledge extremely ‘sticky’ (Ibid). Their conclusions 
are that ‘It takes organisational work to develop local knowledge for broader 
use’ and that the ‘know-how, know-what and warrants embedded in practice 
are divisions we feel we need to understand but are highly inter-twined in 
different ways in different places’.  
 
This paper has highlighted many challenges associated with major progress in 
transferring best practice. Brown & Duguid are adept at helping us to 
understand some of the issues facing us: they are less helpful in pointing a 
way forward. This can be seen as representing a realistic assessment of the 
state of our current knowledge. There are evident limitations to current 
understandings, yet ways forward have been indicated in this paper.  
 
One possible implication of this is that our ‘exchange’ typology seems best 
suited of the three posited to develop that less viscous knowledge. Through 
encouraging dialogue and exploration in a rich and engaged manner, it may, 
with the help of the Receiving School, begin to develop some meta-
understandings of the very process it wishes to engage in. An originating 
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school learns how to become a good originating school by having the right 
kinds of encounter; it cannot make the tacit explicit in any other way. It needs 
to encourage its Receiving School to go on asking, to probe more deeply.  
 
 
Translators, Boundary Practices & Brokers 
 
For transferring practice successfully, Brown and Duguit (2002) recommend 
appointing an ‘organisational translator’ - someone ‘who can frame the 
interests of one community in terms of another community’s perspective’. 
Such people are, unsurprisingly, rare. However, as we become more attuned 
to what is needed such people will begin to emerge. Brown & Duguid also 
suggest using ‘boundary objects’ as possible ways ‘of forging links among 
communities, bringing them, intentionally or unintentionally into negotiation’. 
These are ‘objects of interest to each community involved, but viewed or used 
differently by each of them’ (Brown & Duguid 2002). Wenger’s six strategies 
for encouraging the sharing of practices are similar. He argues that a range of 
encounters like one-to-one conversation, immersion, delegations, boundary 
practices, overlaps and peripheries be employed to facilitate the kind of 
learning we are trying so hard to name and develop. A significant feature of 
the Lieberman & Grolnick (1996) paper, of UK research such as that of 
Rudduck et al (2000) and, to a much lesser extent, that of Rudd et al (2001) 
points to the importance of both internal and external brokers or coordinators. 
See also the IQEA (Improving the Quality of Education for All) approach to 
school improvement in the UK.  
 
 
 

Section D On the possibility of a fourth domain 
 
 
We end on a brief, bright, exploratory note. In Section B of our Literature 
Review we posited a three-fold framework for analyzing transfer practices - 
the replication, adaption, and exchange modes. Whilst writing the report, one 
of the authors pursued an additional line of thought. By virtue of its emergent 
status this section is necessarily quite short. 
 
‘Practice Creation’ is an extension of the thinking and practice that sustains 
the ‘exchange’ mode but it differs from it by moving beyond the agenda of the 
originating school and, indeed, the receiving school. In the exchange mode 
the agenda is introduced by the originating school and then discussed with 
the receiving school. The two, or more, schools then pursue the shared focus 
in a variety of ways that suit their shared needs. Each learns from and 
contributes towards the learning of the other. The shared practice develops 
and extends itself over time through mutual interplay and reflection.  
 
If a fourth mode was added, - ‘practice creation’ - that reciprocity is extended 
and deepened. It differs from exchange mode because there is no originating 
school and no receiving school. There are just two (or more) schools. They 
meet because they wish to have a dialogue with one another. Their respect 
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and delight in each other’s company, in each other’s disposition towards the 
world, lead them through a structured but emergent way of working to create 
new practices that are inspired by and energised by their dialogic encounters. 
The focus of their work may be the same, but it does not have to be. Indeed, 
more often than not it differs. This is an essentially communal way of working, 
which delights in, values, and depends upon difference. Its values base is that 
of mutually conditioning freedom and equality – the constitutive principles of 
community; its dispositions are ones of respect and, eventually care. 
 
Examples in schools can be found in the MSO (Mutual Support & 
Observation) work developed by Fielding in the mid 1980s (Fielding 1989) and 
in the international schools partnership IADAS with its roots a decade earlier 
(Fielding 1995). Examples in business can be found in the action learning 
work of Revans (Revans 1980). See also Webber & Fielding (2003) for 
examples within education) and developed by Cunningham as self-managed 
learning groups (Cunningham 1999). Recent international writing in the 
business world by Nonaka et al (2002) is the latest example based on similar 
sorts of principles. 
 
These modes of engagement offer quite different approaches to practice 
transfer; indeed, they go beyond it to the new domain of practice creation. 
Insofar as they are successful (and there is a huge literature on action 
learning) they hold out the possibility of a radical break with the binary 
opposition of giving and receiving. In its stead they develop a symbiotic unity 
of both. They may be worth pursuing.  
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